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PREFACE 


This book shows how the idea of the imagination, as understood in the 
Romantic period and as we still understand it today, was actually 
the creation of the eighteenth century. During the eighteenth century 
the effort to define—to create—an idea of the imagination permitted 
and encouraged a critical survey of the entire creative process and of 
the history of literature and the arts. Such an opportunity was unpre- 
cedented. The immediate result was that the creative imagination 
emerged as the central value of the late eighteenth century and of 
Romanticism. 

The idea of the imagination developed simultaneously in literature 
and criticism, philosophy, religion, and even science. In an atmosphere 
of discovery that was cosmopolitan and genial, individuals in all fields 
strongly hoped, they felt it their duty, to communicate with and to learn 
from others whose specialties differed. Major figures like Hobbes, Ad- 
dison, Hume, Gerard, Goethe, Kant, and Coleridge combined several 
interests in their search for the nature of the imagination. As it was dis- 
cussed, the idea, like an ore being processed, was enriched. The more it 
was analyzed, the more it was joined and synthesized with a number of 
concerns—poetry, psychology, and metaphysics, the interest of genius 
and originality, the relatively new areas of anthropology and literary 
history, theology and the moral life. As an idea, the imagination grew by 
constant additions; each important figure in the adventure of this idea 
read scores of other writers. Yet there was a continual sense of affirma- 
tion, of preserving and not denying what had been stated before, and 
then enlarging on it. 

By 1775 or 1780 “imagination” meant far more, and was a distinctly 
more popular idea, than at the beginning of the century. With a few ex- 
ceptions, mostly in German philosophical writing, the idea had ma- 
tured. The phrase “the creative imagination” appears as early as the 
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1730s. Each romantic poet and critic, finding a particular emphasis or 
distinct angle of vision for his own concept and exercise of the imagina- 
tion, drew that angle of vision from ones that had originated in the eigh- 
teenth century and had reached a level of completeness before 1800. 
Throughout the Enlightenment the idea had been undergoing a contin- 
uum of development. It followed a sort of Lex Continui that Leibniz 
perceived in nature and that we see in intellectual and literary history as 
well. This continuity of development produced all the significant con- 
cepts of the imagination that are now identified with the years from the 
1780s to the 1830s. Of the major Romantics, such as Coleridge, Hazlitt, 
Blake, Shelley, Wordsworth, and Keats, each had several ideas of the 
creative imagination at hand. Their poetry and criticism represented the 
great practical application and achievement of their ready trust in the 
imagination, and this confidence, with its resulting productivity, could 
have existed only if these writers had been exposed to and been given 
the chance to apply concepts of the imaginative power that were already 
specific and refined. 

The idea of the imagination dramatized and made articulate a great 
dialectic between matter and spirit, nature and the inner psyche, materi- 
alism and transcendentalism, as well as between the concrete sensuous 
images of poetry and the “fading coal” of its inspiration. The imagina- 
tion had already become, in a phrase used by Sir Joshua Reynolds in 
1786, “the residence of truth.” It laid the groundwork for an organic 
view of mind and nature together. The creative imagination had also 
become, by 1780, an ideal to believe in wholeheartedly, a goal, a state of 
mind or being toward which to aspire—something it had never been 
before. This aspiration and growth toward the ideal is the frequent sub- 
ject of much of the greatest romantic poetry. As an ideal, too, the imagi- 
nation provided a flexible and resonant critical approach and fostered a 
new critical vocabulary. 

As the imagination became the popular and dominant subject of liter- 
ature and even philosophy, its connotations multiplied. The progress of 
the idea is, to some degree, semantic. The “heat” and fervor, the enthu- 
siasm, “fire,” and “divine inspiration” of the poet—all terms originating 
in classical times and used widely by neoclassical critics—now came 
under the arch of one term. “Imagination” acquired several meanings, 
and critics and philosophers began to differentiate among its levels or 
degrees. By 1780 there was a growing and often painstaking effort to 
distinguish “fancy” from “imagination” and to see imagination itself as 
governing the interrelated activities of perception, experience, aesthetic 
appreciation, and the crown of all, artistic creativity. Imagination was 
also viewed as a cosmic power, responsible for bringing forth and or- 
ganizing the unity of all creation and for implanting the divine in man. 
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The philosophical and psychological terms used to describe imagination 
as it involves sensations, memory, and intuition blended together with 
the literary and critical vocabulary developed to convey a poet’s feelings 
and passions, his vision and creative insight, and his gift of prophecy. It 
is a tribute to the tolerance, sympathy, and open nature of those who 
treated the imagination that, while not always in conformity, they 
avoided bitter controversy. On the subject of the imagination, no matter 
their disputes elsewhere, their attitude was basically cooperative and af- 
firmative. 

This book also shows how the eighteenth century, especially after 
1750, participated in a self-transformation of its values and tastes, how it 
argued itself from an age of reason into an age of what Wordsworth de- 
fines as imagination, “reason in her most exalted mood.” There is no 
quarrel with the view that the eighteenth century closed with an age of 
sentiment or sensibility that differed from the Enlightenment, and in- 
deed in Germany was in rebellion against some of what the Enlighten- 
ment stood for. Yet this wonderful period of the later eighteenth cen- 
tury is here seen—and can best be seen in its handling of the idea of the 
imagination—as the process of the Enlightenment’s transforming itself. 
The last thirty or forty years of the century constitute that time when 
the Enlightenment was creating Romanticism, primarily by developing 
the idea of the imagination. 

This book is not a critical analysis of poetry and imaginative litera- 
ture, though such analyses naturally enter. Nor is it an attempt simply 
to infer from such literature what particular views about the imagination 
were held by individual authors. Rather it examines the growth of the 
idea as it was directly and critically expressed, which in turn promoted 
and encouraged imaginative literature, and without which that literature 
could hardly have been written. Most of the chapters deal with one or 
two individuals and are not, as a rule, devised according to topics or 
concepts. This is because the idea matured as writers and thinkers ex- 
tended the work of their predecessors and contemporaries. The idea 
lived in a community of minds more than in a bundle of abstractions. 
Topics related to the imagination—such as genius, the sublime, myth, 
symbolism, poetical suggestiveness, the cult of primitivism, beauty, and 
taste—emerged in a dramatic way as they were animated and considered 
together by individual writers. 

It is inevitable that this book center on Britain and Germany, includ- 
ing exchanges between poets and critics of these countries. An effort is 
also made to understand important repercussions in America before 
1825. France, as several distinguished scholars of the period have 
pointed out, faced a different set of circumstances. Its literature and crit- 
icism, while in the highest sense imaginative, did not originate or de- 
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velop the idea of the imagination in the same fashion nor to the same ex- 
tent as that of England, Scotland, and Germany. 

Having reached maturity in the later eighteenth century, the idea of 
the imagination then enjoyed its brilliant romantic expression. But by 
the early nineteeenth century, before 1820, the development of the idea 
had slowed. The idea has since been rediscovered a number of times, 
and each time it has been given even greater value and hope, until imagi- 
nation is now considered, without question, the supreme value of art 
and literature. Yet this supremacy was established before the end of the 
eighteenth century. 

For help in the publication of this book I express special thanks to the 
Hyder Rollins Fund. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my 
own. 

Inevitably, a work of this sort, attempting to discuss the thought and 
writings of over a century and a half, owes a heavy debt to the insights 
and researches of many scholars. I hope these obligations are recorded in 
my notes. Especially influential in the conception and writing of the 
book have been the works of M. H. Abrams, W. J. Bate, Sir Isaiah Ber- 
lin, John Boyd, Douglas Bush, Ernst Cassirer, Richard Fogle, Lilian R. 
Furst, W. J. Hipple, Arthur Lovejoy, Thomas McFarland, John Ma- 
honey, Frank Manuel, Emerson Marks, I. A. Richards, Clarence 
Thorpe, Mary Warnock, and René Wellek. Several friends and col- 
leagues, among those who have read the manuscript, have preserved me 
from blunders and given fresh suggestions. I particularly wish to thank 
Herschel Baker, W. J. Bate, Kathleen Coburn, Jerome Buckley, Alan 
Heimert, Walter Kaiser, Gwin Kolb, Harry Levin, Emerson Marks, and 
David Perkins. My greatest debt is expressed in the dedication. 
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PART ONE 


Probing the Source 


THE ESSENTIAL IDEA 


a created the idea 


of the imagination. As the idea evolved in the eighteenth century, it be- 
came the vital principle for an expanding network of concepts and 
values. The understanding of genius, poetic power, and originality, of 
sympathy, individuality, knowledge, and even of ethics grew and took 
lifeblood from the idea of imagination. 

The imagination, as a rising element in thought, propelled literature, 
aesthetics, philosophy, criticism, religion, and psychology into new re- 
gions. Values and beliefs changed but did not splinter and fly apart. By 
influencing each of these branches of art and thought, the idea of the 
imagination tended to mix and draw them into one body, a “university” 
in the original sense, an awareness, an atmosphere of knowledge and 
creativity reflecting the interconnected nature of human life and the 
universe itself. The dream of unity in Friedrich Schelling’s ideal 
system (where human endeavor is organized by philosophy, and philos- 
ophy is crowned by art), the faith that Coleridge placed in imagination, 
and the value of poetry not as decoration but as new truth, which 
Wordsworth called “the first and last of all knowledge”—none of this 
would have been possible without the aggregate steps taken by men 
like Mark Akenside, Nicolaus Tetens, Joseph Priestley, and Dugald 
Stewart. 

Giants of the Enlightenment too—Locke and Shaftesbury, Hume, 
Kant, and Leibniz—all extended the idea of imagination from a different 
starting point. Like a coral reef, the idea spread from various centers, 
then merged to cover a vast area. The Romantics soon had, as a founda- 
tion, an idea whose power both to assimilate and to foster other ideas 
seemed virtually limitless; it was an idea “to show ... the very age and 
body of the time his form and pressure.” A captivating metaphor of 
mid-eighteenth century thought—one used by Edward Young, Samuel 
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Johnson, and German writers, later expanded by Goethe, Shelley, Cole- 
ridge, and other Romantics—holds that an original poem or idea devel- 
ops from a seed or germ.' Out of this almost spiritually compact begin- 
ning emerges, by degrees, an integrated whole. This is how the idea of 
imagination evolved, and its embryonic phase, its youth—everything 
except its fullest maturity—occurred in the eighteenth century. 

In order to grasp this growth of the idea, we must, as Coleridge said, 
“interpret and understand the symbol, that the wings of the air-sylph 
are forming within the skin of the caterpillar.” As we study the individ- 
uals participating in the history of this idea, we can “know and feel, that 
the potential works in them, even as the actual works on them!” The 
history of the creative imagination from 1660 to 1820 was a human 
drama, unfolding by stages. Seldom in Western culture has one idea ex- 
cited so many leading minds for such a stretch of time. It became the 
impelling force in artistic and intellectual life, in literature and philoso- 
phy, even in much political and social thought, especially from 1750 on. 
The creative imagination, Wordsworth’s “mild creative breeze,” rustled 
through and animated a forest of individuals, stirring each to participate 
in it and to add his own force until it turned into a Zeitgeist. The new 
idea of creative imagination, at its best, was not conceived as an abstract 
puzzle or impersonal theory. Poetic reputations, misgivings, fame, liveli- 
hoods, the hope and apprehension of human achievement were gambled 
on the effort to define as well as to exercise it. Individuals handed down, 
imported, and amplified the idea. 

There is really nothing with which to compare it. Humble rhymers 
and home-spun philosophers, great poets and philosophers, level-headed 
and half-mad men brought it to ripeness in the Enlightenment. Its liter- 
ary expression assured the birth of Romanticism. More than vague ‘“‘in- 
spiration,” the imagination became the way to grasp truth. 

By the later years of the eighteenth century, a penetrating, articulate 
philosophy of the imagination existed. It became the core and sine qua 
non of Romanticism and the key to romantic art, literature, and thought. 
Though the concept of the imagination is the quintessence of Romanti- 
cism, that brilliant phase in art and thought did not itself create the idea 
of imagination. The reverse happened. Far more than any other one 
thing, this idea shaped and sustained Romanticism, which itself might 
be described as the mingled achievements of a number of individuals 
who in their own characteristic ways, shared a faith in imaginative 
power. Romanticism grew around the imagination in the manner that a 
storm masses around a vortex, a central area that differs in pressure from 
the surrounding space. If that area vanishes—if the idea is taken away— 
there will be only light and aimless winds. The attracting and unifying 
force of the imagination made Romanticism in the first place.’ Without 


The Essential Idea 5 


that force the period would have become something radically different, 
its poetry and thought fragmented and disappointing. 

The idea of imagination, and with it Romanticism, was not only an 
outgrowth of the eighteenth century but a reaction to other tendencies 
and ideas in the century as well. This reaction was hardly directed at the 
open and inquiring spirit of the Enlightenment, and usually not at the 
last three or four decades of the century. Coleridge loved Akenside and 
would hardly revolt against or condemn men like Francis Hutcheson, 
Hugh Blair, or Archibald Alison. William Hazlitt thought Hobbes a 
great philosopher, and Hazlitt’s second book was an abridgment of 
Abraham Tucker’s Light of Nature Pursued (1768-1777). Words- 
worth read widely in eighteenth-century aesthetics, psychology, and 
moral philosophy. Keats dedicated Endymion to the memory of Chat- 
terton. The German Romantics often took issue with Kant but rarely, if 
ever, regarded him as a sworn enemy. Shaftesbury, Spinoza, and Leib- 
niz were “discovered,” debated, and revered. 

The Romantics were not denouncing the whole eighteenth century; 
they wanted to repudiate certain aspects of thought and literary prac- 
tice, especially those associated with neoclassic formalism, materialistic 
theories of mind and body, and atomistic philosophy. The bugbears of 
the Romantics, figures against whom the concept of the imagination was 
used as a weapon, hardly included Adam Smith with his belief in sym- 
pathy, William Duff on original genius, or Tetens on the qualities of po- 
etic power. Rather the reaction was against the narrowly sterile and 
mechanistic side of previous generations. The Germans were especially 
concerned with casting off France’s cultural imperialism. But more than 
an indictment of particular men, Romanticism was a reaction against a 
popular and social condition, an intellectual atmosphere in which large 
numbers of second and third-rate minds held power. In simplifying 
Locke, popularizers had made him more rigidly mechanistic. The reac- 
tion to Pope was real enough. But although it was directed at him in 
name, much of the underlying cause was that the very kind of scribblers 
satirized and abhorred by Pope and Swift had, by 1760, become no less 
common. They walked the streets in flesh and blood. They clogged 
Grub Street. They got poetry and books published. Johnson, who vir- 
tually dismissed the unities of time and place on the basis of the audi- 
ence’s capacity for imaginative response, lampooned mechanical critics 
and thinkers in his series on Dick Minim in the Jdler (Nos. 60-61). Yet 
thirty to fifty years later, the tendency in reacting to a popular ethos and 
in attacking a vested interest of thought and a literary establishment that 
seemed crusty was to select figures like Pope, Johnson, and Locke. They 
became symbols—often erroneously—of a pervading and undistin- 
guished mass of ideas and conventions that were more formal and mech- 
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anistic than any they had ever believed in themselves. The Colley Cib- 
bers and Thomas Rymers and Soame Jenynses were not scathed in the 
Romantic period because they had already been reduced to size by the 
Johnsons, Popes, and Swifts. 

The leading writers and minds of the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth century recognized this fact most of the time. They knew that the 
history of letters and thought is diverse. There is not one important 
thinker on the imagination who did not owe a debt to several writers in 
the period from 1660 to 1760. When the Romantics leapt back to a love 
of the Elizabethan, or of Longinus, or of the imagination found in 
Homer and Shakespeare, they continued a trend in taste fostered for a 
century before them. 

Reaction, then, was part of the growth of the idea of imagination, but 
in a special way. The reaction was, in substance if not in polemics, more 
a case of the later decades of the eighteenth century overturning an ab- 
stract and mechanistic formalism found in the first half of the century, 
than a case of Romanticism throwing off the weight of the previous hun- 
dred years as a whole.’ 

The idea of the imagination forms a hinge connecting the Enlighten- 
ment and Romanticism. It pivots and swings from one period to the 
other in a fashion that tells more about both of them than does any other 
point of contact. In a larger perspective, the medieval and Renaissance 
world-views end and the classical tradition in literature wanes as the 
idea of the imagination becomes dominant. It introduces the modern 
era. During the century and a half from 1660 to 1810, the Great Chain of 
Being enjoyed its last viable influence. The concept of imagination re- 
placed it. The two ideas are not antithetical; they have some common 
ground, especially in their more Platonic interpretations. Shaftesbury, 
Leibniz, Addison, Akenside, Schelling, and Coleridge all combine the 
two ideas. But the Great Chain of Being could no longer take the full 
brunt of philosophical inquiry, nor support a view of man and nature, or 
of God, that squared with empiricism, psychology, and the new sciences 
of chemistry, astronomy, geology, and biology. The imagination offers 
the dynamic and active. It is a force, an energy, not a state of being. It 
more easily explains the interchange of state and the transforming, or- 
ganic qualities of psyche and nature. The imagination better solved the 
problem why God would create the boundless diversity of nature if He 
were self-sufficient unto Himself. In the Western tradition the idea of 
imagination, developed in the Enlightenment and triumphant in Ro- 
manticism, marks the end of an epoch stretching back 2500 years and 
introduces a new stage of thought and letters, now two hundred years in 
progress. 

One reason for this key place in what Coleridge calls the history of 
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the collective human mind is that so many gifted individuals saw in the 
imagination a power that could bridge the gulf between man and nature 
and knit the two together again. Since the seventeenth century when the 
new philosophy called “‘all in doubt,” a haunting and almost sinister du- 
alism had thrust its way into prominence. This split, a bifurcation of 
man and nature, upset the pattern of Western thought and overturned 
one of its most cherished goals of unity. The popular optimism asso- 
ciated with Newton’s work and with the new science and its methods of 
proof could not heal this split. A mechanistic outlook simply strength- 
ened the barrier between man and nature. Reason was popularly viewed 
less as an intuitional power with direct apprehension of nature and 
truth, and more as a method of deduction. Mystical and Platonic writers, 
on the other side, were drawn onto a tactically dangerous terrain. They 
were being forced to prove, empirically, that the empiricists and me- 
chanists were wrong. 

The world and the cosmos seemed to operate according to principles 
that were either alien to or beyond common understanding. The princi- 
ples could be learned only as the senses received them piecemeal from 
the external world or as the mind intuited them from an internal sensi- 
bility and store of innate ideas. The imagination held out hope and 
promised a reconciliation of this dualism. It could overcome the alien- 
ation between man and nature by establishing a power of knowledge 
and creation common to nature and the mind, a power Coleridge might 
call “connatural.” 

By the mid 1700s a rapid movement was under way to show that the 
idea of imagination, with one foot in the empirical and one foot in the 
ideal or transcendental, could bestride those two peninsulas of thought 
and, like a colossus, protect and unify the harbor between. The imagina- 
tion could, in its dialectic, synthesize soul and body; it could unite man’s 
spirit and affections with the concrete reality of nature. The imagination 
would solve the dilemma of dualism. Each thinker who treated the idea 
of the imagination with any perspicacity soon realized that this grand 
synthesis promised fulfillment in the art of creative genius. 

But the creative imagination was not a new system of thought, though 
several systems were built on it. Since it was a moving force, creative 
and active itself, it could express in art the aesthetic play or balance, and 
the final unity, between ideal and real, sensuous and transcendental, 
subjective and objective, the magic by which we perceive and create, 
and even the miracle by which the cosmos first took and is continuing to 
take shape. As an idea, it invigorated several “‘systems” and tended to 
erode the barriers separating them. 

The creative imagination therefore promised to the arts a crowning 
role in philosophical thought, in knowledge, power, and even in religion. 
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It could lead to grace and salvation. It could recapture the ideal of unity. 
Literature and art were elevated to a height and popularity they had 
never before enjoyed and from which they have yet to descend. The in- 
creasing confidence in the creative imagination from about 1740 on led 
poets and critics to trust and to believe in it, to sense that they had a 
mission not only to fabricate a new world-view, a reappraisal of man and 
nature, but even more to swaddle this thought and energy around 
human feelings in the forms, colors, and sounds of a rediscovered natu- 
ral world. 

The creative imagination became the way to unify man’s psyche and, 
by extension, to reunify man with nature, to return by the paths of self- 
consciousness to a state of higher nature, a state of the sublime where 
senses, mind, and spirit elevate the world around them even as they ele- 
vate themselves. The new concept of the imagination enlarged the hu- 
manities and increased the expectations placed on secular art, and the 
promise and burden of those expectations continue today. 

As the “high Romantics” receive and develop the concept of the imag- 
ination, it becomes the resolving and unifying force of all antitheses and 
contradictions. It reconciles and identifies man with nature, the subjec- 
tive with the objective, the internal mind with the external world, time 
with eternity, matter with spirit, the finite with the infinite, the con- 
scious with the unconscious, and self-consciousness with the absence of 
self-consciousness. It relates the static to the dynamic, passive to active, 
ideal to real, and universal to particular. The Homeric catalogue of polar 
opposites that make up man and the universe becomes a list of unities. 
Imagination becomes the process to understand and to view both the 
world and the self. The imaginative poet obtains a power that is the es- 
sence of inspiration (the Greek enthousiasmos). He is the voice of 
knowledge, wisdom, and beauty, the creator of a metaphorical language 
that identifies one thing or spirit with another and expresses man’s har- 
mony with nature. 

Late eighteenth-century and romantic writers used the figure of Pro- 
teus to invoke the power of imagination, to personify what was called its 
“lively” force, and sometimes to give it a religious and Hellenic flavor. 
Coleridge and August Schlegel refer to Shakespeare as a Proteus, as does 
Hazlitt, but as early as 1774 William Richardson describes Shakespeare 
as ‘‘the Proteus of the drama; he changes himself into every character, 
and enters easily into every condition of human nature.”’ To modify 
imagination with the word “protean” may seem a tautology. But the use 
suggests at least three important ways to look at the complex story we 
face. First, the imagination was an idea that operated through and 
changed numerous areas of thought. It generated other ideas. It touched 
the arts and literature profoundly, and with them philosophy. Aesthet- 


The Essential Idea 9 


ics, morality, and religion shared it, though it was never interpreted in 
quite the same way. In poetry the imagination became responsible for 
overall poetic “genius” and for the gift of particular and striking charac- 
terizations. It could organize a composition, whether lyric, epic, or dra- 
matic, into a whole whose patterns emerge from an internal Geist and 
not from an externally predetermined form. 

Second, although an idea may have a life of its own, ideas that remain 
aloof from fresh and individual treatment are, as Alfred North White- 
head said, inert. They become moribund and die. After everyone agrees 
about an idea for a long enough period of time, they kill it. The imagina- 
tion luckily never acquired a monolithic profile. As it is touched and 
used by each individual, it obtains a separate life, and all the interacting, 
inheriting, disowning, and reconciling of these separate lives form the 
idea at large, which is what we see on the gross canvas of history and 
literature. The story of an idea is a story about people, many related 
stories of many men and women. What Keats thought about the imagi- 
nation differs, though not utterly, from Hobbes’s view. Blake and Locke 
were not yoked together by W. S. Landor in his Imaginary Conversa- 
tions. Perhaps Landor lacked the imagination for it. But the distance be- 
tween those men is not one of years and natural conviction alone. It is 
also a distance created by the thoughts of other men who are interme- 
diaries direct and indirect. The progress of the imagination is like a long 
play. It is dramatic over decades and will get nowhere unless the charac- 
ters are different, and unless they themselves change with the news and 
action brought by others who exit early or enter late. The imagination is 
also protean, then, in the diverse and personal identities of individual 
agents who are its real life. 

Last, as we enter the culmination of the Enlightenment from 1740 to 
1760 and then pass into Romanticism, we discover a haunting and won- 
derful phenomenon. Many of the individuals who fall in love with the 
concept of the imagination—Coleridge, Blake, Schelling, Shelley, 
Tetens—have such capacious identities of their own, or at least offer 
such new and expansive views of the world, that each one of them is 
transformed and elevated. They are men of force and energy. They ex- 
emplify, as Shakespeare exemplified to them, that imagination can free 
us from a self-centered world. Each mind, as it exercises and acts out its 
particular faith in the imaginative power, becomes protean. Just as indi- 
viduals change the nature of the idea by their own interpretation and 
use, so the idea changes the individual. The imaginative poet or thinker 
seems to feel and know, from the inside, the experience of other lives. 
And he touches us because he is touched by humanity. 

This large subject of the imagination involves us in Geistesgeschichte, 
or the history of an intellectual or cultural spirit, but it also introduces 
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us to a series of personal dramas. Literature and thought are the product, 
after all, of people writing and not of a sky-sent blast forcing every pen 
to the same slant. On the one hand, we should be able to see the forces of 
the Zeitgeist, history, trends, periods, tradition, and reaction. On the 
other hand, we draw these abstractions from many unique attempts and 
personal hopes. Intellectual history is a species of multiple biography. 
We must also add the glue of anonymous and collective achievements. 
We wrestle with the problem of diversity and unity, a challenge that 
Whitehead calls the greatest one confronting modern thought. The con- 
cept of the imagination was, and perhaps remains, the boldest reply to 
that challenge. 


EMPIRICISM IN EARNEST: 
HOBBES AND LOCKE 


he Middle Ages and the Renais- 
sance had largely been concerned with the question how and why God 
had created man, the universe, and all links in the chain of being that 
makes up nature. There was comparatively little psychological penetra- 
tion into exactly how the mind recreates and builds within itself a pic- 
ture of the world, or why genius in art is more than technical superior- 
ity.' In this simplified overview exceptions come to mind, such as the 
character of Imaginatif in Piers Plowman, the battle between the nomi- 
nalists and realists, Ficino’s and Sidney’s speculations, and the idea of 
the poet as a “second Maker” or Promethean figure. It was these excep- 
tions, which in a rough way tried to explain the inner working of per- 
ceptions and of the creative impulse, that were revived and greatly ex- 
panded in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The scholastic 
terms “subjective” and “objective” gained new currency and new 
meaning, as did natura naturata versus natura naturans.’. The poet or 
artist was seen once again, though not in the same Renaissance way, to 
participate in a divine and formative power. 

But on the whole, the pre-1600 world was more interested in man’s 
relationship to external nature and to God than it was in internal pro- 
cesses of thought and feeling that sustain a comprehensive and aesthetic 
view of the world. Whenever the mind’s inner life and experiences were 
probed, the tendency was either to present them in an allegorical or ar- 
chetypical framework that used the trappings of the external world, as 
in Spenser’s Faerie Queene, or to link them with fatally imprecise, if not 
preposterous, physiological and medical theories. These solutions, how- 
ever, were often enchanting and full of sanity, for in choosing between 
either looking outward to nature and to the why of creation, or peering 
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inward at the self and how it operates, only the egomaniac or charlatan 
could suffer the incredible boredom of the latter choice. But the late En- 
lightenment and the Romantics wanted both—a unity of external with 
internal, of the subjective and objective, where the mind and soul feel an 
intrinsic connection with nature, where the individual life grows into 
one with everything around it, and, by doing so, realizes its own iden- 
tity. 

In the seventeenth century, British empirical psychology revived a 
perspective on the world that had been relatively ignored. It was based 
on questions and discoveries about the formation of passions, thoughts, 
perceptions, and knowledge within the mind. This empirical psychol- 
ogy soon combined with at least two other elements. One was a Platonic 
strain, represented by the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury, and a re- 
vived interest in ancient philosophy. The other was the eighteenth-cen- 
tury “return to nature,” a new interest in the external and the cult of the 
natural. By the middle of the Enlightenment, the empirical systems had 
become more flexible and, except in France, were shedding their far- 
fetched physiological and mechanistic notions. The Platonic strain had 
picked up, from Leibniz and even from Locke, the idea of an active force 
or power in the mind paralleled by one working in nature. The cult of 
nature embraced aesthetic and artistic values, such as the picturesque, 
the pathetic, and the sublime, which in turn had their roots in the way 
the mind perceives and orders external reality. Kant and the transcen- 
dental philosophers delved into the self, into the mind’s gauge of its own 
knowledge and the modes by which it gathers that knowledge. Soon all 
these strains and ways of approaching man, nature, and art began to 
converge. 


HOBBES: INCLUSIVENESS AT THE BEGINNING 


Thomas Hobbes was born the year that Drake defeated the Spanish 
Armada (1588). As he grew to be one of the seventeenth century’s fore- 
most thinkers, he combined the sweep and scope of Renaissance philoso- 
phy with the new interest in empiricism and scientific method. Although 
he can be called a materialist, as did Coleridge, his first subject was al- 
ways man and human nature, which he embraced with gargantuan-sized 
intellectual arms. He avoided the queer systems and idiotic schemes of 
the projectors and enthusiasts whom Swift later satirized. He drew the 
whole level of philosophical discussion—and with it the question of ar- 
tistic creation—onto a psychological plane, where the inner workings of 
the mind and the passions gain paramount importance. He opened a 
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Northwest passage in the world of ideas, a route that, among other 
places, led to a direct and deep inquiry about the imagination. 

In his Leviathan (1651) and Elements of Philosophy (1655-1658), 
Hobbes starts to discuss the imagination on an elementary level, but 
then he quickly builds up a rich and varied faculty that is responsible, in 
whole or in part, for everything that goes on in the mind. At its highest 
level—a quantum leap beyond simple images, dreams, and memory— 
the imagination is man’s profoundly constructive power. With thought 
and emotion, desire and knowledge, it makes the connections and pro- 
duces the works that constitute the arts of civilization. “Fancy” is the 
ordering and creative force of the world. Hobbes lacks the debonair and 
gracious flair of Sidney in the Apology (he was seven when Sidney’s 
Apology was published), and he falls short of Shelley’s impassioned 
conviction in the Defence; but his point is essentially the same. Imagina- 
tion, which gives us our picture of complex experience, is also the wisest 
interpreter of experience. Literature and the arts are wrought from a 
feeling acquaintance with life so rich that it must burst out and create 
new experiences, putting them in striking images and novel metaphors.’ 

Hobbes lays the ground rules for a century-long empirical study of 
the imagination. His influence resounds through Locke, Hume, and 
Burke. Hazlitt, who later tried to refute Hobbes’s view that the imagina- 
tion produces basically selfish desires and appetites, nevertheless called 
him “the father of modern philosophy.” For Hobbes, the key to philoso- 
phy and understanding is the mind itself. Part One of Leviathan is sim- 
ply titled “Of Man.” Divorced from the mind, reality is nothing more 
than a moving, material present. It is limited and evanescent. “Things 
past have a being in the memory only,” and “things to come have no 
being at all; the future being but a fiction of the mind, applying the se- 
quels of actions past, to the actions that are present.” Hazlitt’s sense that 
the future is essentially a construct of the imagination probably came 
from Hobbes; Johnson, Goethe, and Hume also stressed the importance 
of the imagination as a temporal power governing all that is optative in 
human nature. Our sense of reality, understanding, and continuity of 
experience, according to Hobbes, are formed when the mind pieces to- 
gether and combines images, accruing them and seeking meanings for 
“trains of imaginations.” Order and reality emerge from the “contex- 
ture” of imagination that connects separate experiences into units large 
and comprehensive enough to be intelligent or meaningful. Language, 
for example, consists of “signs” we use to order and transmit the con- 
tents of our imagination.* 

As maker and arbiter of experience, the imagination offers tremen- 
dously vivid results. It generates desires, hopes, and fears. On its 
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strength rests the intensity of human passion as well as the completeness 
of understanding. The world, life, reality—all assume form and meaning 
according to patterns built up by the imagination and colored by plea- 
sure and pain, equally products of the imagination.’ If a thing or a desire 
is “imaginary,” it is not therefore false or mirage-like. On the contrary, 
the term means that, true or not, the mind is convinced of a thing or de- 
sires it with vivid intensity. 

Hobbes slides back and forth in his terminology, but his thrust and 
intent are clear.° The first few pages of Leviathan explain the difference 
between the Latin imaginatio and the Greek phantasia (Ludovico 
Vives, perhaps read by Hobbes while he was on the Continent, also dis- 
tinguished between imaginatio and phantasia).* The Latin word, ac- 
cording to Hobbes, essentially means the representation of an object no 
longer present. Imagination, in this respect, is “decaying sense,” which 
Hobbes believes should strictly apply to the visual sense only, even 
though the Romans themselves were not so precise. The Greek phan- 
tasia is more flexible. Hobbes sees it as encompassing all sense impres- 
sions, and suggesting an ability to rearrange these impressions. But hav- 
ing made this distinction, Hobbes goes ahead and uses imagination in 
the broader sense of phantasia.The result, despite his initial care in dif- 
ferentiating imaginatio from phantasia, is that he uses imagination and 
fancy as synonyms. “This decaying sense .. . 1 mean fancy itself, we call 
imagination.” 

After this shuffle at the start of Leviathan, Hobbes makes two points. 
He is breaking ground carefully and trying to make himself clear at 
every step. First, he says “that imagination and memory are but one 
thing,” but then immediately qualifies this; memory is a “simple” kind 
of imagination or fancy. There is also a “compounded” function of 
imagination that connects, reorders, fuses, and arranges experience and 
images.® This compound process is essential both to analysis and to ar- 
tistic creation. Second, Hobbes takes pains not to deceive readers with 
his own expressions “decaying” and “weakening sense.” A manner of 
speech, they mean only that the objects of sense are no longer present. 
Actually, imagination can produce sharper, more fortified effects than 
sense impressions.” Dreams are an example. We may wake from them 
screaming, or in the most pleasant reverie. Our appetites and desires, 
formed by the imagination, are strong enough to drive us to extreme ac- 
tions in order to attain a specific object or experience. What we imagine 
is not a weak sister of what is real. It is the tangy fabric of reality itself. 

The “compounded imagination,” working with images and desires, 
builds “trains” of them—a concept important to later theories about the 
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“association of ideas” and artistic creativity (Locke may have gleaned 
from Hobbes his fundamental distinction between simple and complex 
ideas). The compounded imagination, according to Hobbes, especially 
if it is “regulated,” or directed to a certain end, deals in consequences, in 
causes and effects. Its intricacy and constant operation form “mental 
discourse,” in which the mind passes from one object to another, con- 
necting them into larger trains and comprehensive schemata. Experience 
is the sum total of all mental discourse, especially as we recall, sift, and 
apply it to present or to anticipated situations. Hobbes adds a moral 
slant here. In considering the future, we attempt to be prudent and wise, 
but our only guide is an imaginative extrapolation of previous experi- 
ence. A lively and far-ranging imagination becomes indispensable for 
moral judgment.'° 

Mental discourse, when properly judged and arranged, leads to saga- 
citas or solertia, a ready and perceptive view of the world that handles 
situations and circumstances by calling on a ready stock of “trains of 
imaginations.” In the arts, sagacitas is important because with it the 
creative mind establishes the end and aim of its work. “In sum, the dis- 
course of the mind, when it is governed by design, is ... the faculty of 
invention.” Thus, the literal meaning of “invention” —to find things out 
and their causes, to be knowing and wise—Hobbes relates to the artistic 
meaning of “invention,” the ability to plan and execute a new work." 


In this way, Hobbes is expanding his original meaning of fancy or 
imagination. It is not, as first seemed, a passive register of the world. It 
actively forms our conception of the world and, compounded and regu- 
lated to form an end or design governing its function, it becomes the 
process of artistic creation. In Hobbes we see a fundamental distinction 
between two powers of imagination, a distinction that was to pervade 
English and German thought for at least 175 years. The imagination is 
responsible for perceptions and ideas, for our “experience” and picture 
of reality. On a “higher” second level, it produces new pictures and 
ideas, it fashions new experiences; it adorns and creates; it is the force 
behind art. By placing emphasis on this second role of imagination, 
Hobbes “brought the whole creative process indoors.”'? And there it 
has stayed ever since. 

Imagination is not “mechanical” but a live and active power. Adding 
to its vitality and range, Hobbes concludes that emotions, “appetites,” 
desires, and even the human will all depend on the imagination.’ Men- 
tal discourse, that silent voice of thought and feeling within us, is often 
led toward a specific end by some overwhelming desire or emotional 
urge. Art and every production of the mind become more complete and 
forceful if desire and “passionate thought” control their creation. Hume 
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and others later observed what Hobbes first recognized, that there is a 
reciprocal relationship between desire and the imagination. Desire and 
feelings originally stem from the imagination, but then they may turn 
about-face and, once solidly formed and entrenched in the mind, direct 
the imagination to a new end and cause it to form new trains, even new 
works of art.'* 

Hobbes ventures into an area of tricky footing—the question of the 
will. In a religious context, it had long been important. But he makes it 
part of all experience. Will is appetite or desire approved and reinforced 
by conscious, voluntary deliberation. In the productions of fancy, such 
as art, the will thus seems necessary to motivate and keep creative inertia 
going until a work is completed. The creative imagination owes a debt to 
conscious and deliberate choice, but especially as that choice magnifies a 
strong and perhaps involuntary desire. The drive behind art has a di- 
mension of desiring and caring. The artist becomes inwardly obsessed 
(in the positive sense of the word) by an emotional feeling. Hobbes, by 
implication, is delving into the real psychological sense of ancient cli- 
chés that the artist is “inspired,” or possessed with “divine fire.” In the 
late Enlightenment and Romanticism the question of will and art resur- 
faces. Burke, Tetens, Schelling, Coleridge, and others speak of will, or 
something very like it, as indispensable to the creative act. But Hobbes 
first introduced it as connected to the web of the mind’s imagination, 
and he suggested, more acutely than many after him, that the will not 
only is deliberate and chosen but carries the urgency of desire, which 
lifts an artist to the level of genius.'* 

Bacon, with whom Hobbes was friendly as a young man, also be- 
lieved that imagination is the source of art and poetry. But in conse- 
quence Bacon distrusted it and thought it was dangerous to reason. 
Hobbes, who was also personally acquainted with Ben Jonson, claims 
that reason itself is a kind of imagination, refined with judgment and the 
desire for a specific end. He goes a step farther (a step Schelling would 
take 150 years later) to say that a rich and well-formed imagination, 
where feelings and images are in abundant harmony, is the essence of 
philosophy as well as art. The “wonderful celerity” of fancy consists not 
“so much in motion as in copious imagery discretely ordered and per- 
fectly registered in the memory; which most men, under the name of 
philosophy, have a glimpse of.”'* In the philosophical Advancement of 
Learning Bacon admitted, “I find not any science that doth properly or 
fitly pertain to the imagination,” a sentence Hobbes’s eye might have 
crossed in Bacon’s own manuscript. Hobbes is attempting to fill the gap, 
to establish the “science” that Bacon found, and left, wanting. 

Hobbes’s “Answer to Davenant’s Preface before Gondibert” (1650) 
shows that finally, in its complete exercise, the imagination—or “fancy,” 
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as Hobbes calls it here—is to the modern world everything that Apollo 
was to ancient societies: 


All that is beautiful or defensible in building, or marvellous in engines 
and instruments of motion, whatsoever commodity [advantage] men re- 
ceive from the observations of the heavens, from the description of the 
earth, from the account of time . .. and whatsoever distinguisheth the ci- 
vility of Europe from the barbarity of the American savages, is the work- 
manship of fancy. 


In an astonishingly quick odyssey, Hobbes carries the imagination from 
a seemingly mechanical faculty not much above rudimentary sensation 
to the driving force of man’s intellectual, moral, and emotional being, 
the dynamo of creative energies and wisdom. There is much he does not 
dwell on or expand, and much he does not consider. The question of 
morality is knotty, and he cannot, even with the concept of the imagina- 
tion, reduce it with the precision he desires. The idea of Hobbes discus- 
sing imaginative identification or sympathy sounds comic. He gives 
short shrift to metaphysical, religious, or transcendental speculation. 
Whatever seems ideal is, for his flinty and tactile mind, rooted ulti- 
mately in the real. Although he provides imagination with an Aristote- 
lian bent, particularly from the De Anima, not until Shaftesbury is it 
enriched with a Platonic strain. But Hobbes gave to the imagination a 
great deal that afterward could never be excluded. The man whom 
Leibniz called “among the deepest minds of the century” pulled knowl- 
edge, perception, memory, desire, the passions, thought, judgment, wit, 
will, the creative arts, and philosophy all within the sphere of imagina- 
tion. 

In criticism, the effect of Hobbes was to challenge authoritarian rules 
and a heavy reliance on form. Fundamental truth to nature and to expe- 
rience, including the emotional side of experience, was valued as much 
or more than any convention. Every later writer and critic who exam- 
ined how the mind combines images to form a new artistic whole with- 
out first being enslaved to a formula had in Hobbes an original source 
and ally. He broadened the English neoclassical movement at its start. 


LOCKE: ‘‘THE MIND HAS A POWER” 


Locke’s critique of knowledge, and the resulting strengthened tide of 
British empiricism, eroded faith in reason as it had been traditionally 
conceived.'’ Largely because of him, as well as Descartes and the late 
seventeenth-century spirit of experimental science, the Enlightenment 
often thought of “‘reason” as something mechanical, a step-by-step de- 
duction or logic. But the irony and the importance of Locke’s position is 
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that when he cast out reason as an intuitive power of knowledge, he ac- 
tually cleared the ground for its substitute, the imagination. 

Redefining the problem of knowledge, he concluded that the mind re- 
ceives simple ideas passively, but then it actively fuses, compares, and 
assembles them into complex ideas, which are “made voluntarily”: “But 
as the mind is wholly passive in the reception of all its simple ideas, so it 
exerts several acts of its own, whereby out of its simple ideas, as the ma- 
terials and foundations of the rest, the other are formed.”!® No matter 
how much Locke denigrates “imagination” as something largely illu- 
sory, fit for little more than recreative “entertainment,” his stress on the 
mind’s active and free manipulation of simple ideas encouraged other 
thinkers to develop interest and confidence in the imagination. [roni- 
cally, this interest would endow imagination with some of those intui- 
tive and innate characteristics once assigned to reason. 

In the chapter entitled ‘““Of Complex Ideas” in his Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding (1690), the concept of productive, as opposed 
to reproductive, imagination appears in primordial form. Locke assumes 
that the mind begins life as a tabula rasa. How far too much of a stock 
notion about Locke this is, because he also states that the mind rapidly 
loses its mental virginity; in fact, in Book Four of the Essay Locke af- 
firms that we have a rational insight that can be immediate and intuitive. 
The psyche, from its first experiences after birth, becomes marked, 
scored, impressed, and indented. It is able “to repeat” simple ideas. But 
more important, it has an almost innate power—something quite differ- 
ent from an innate idea—to rearrange, to alter, and to fuse the separate 
elements it receives in “an almost infinite variety”: 


As simple ideas .. . exist in several combinations united together, so the 
mind has a power to consider several of them united together as one idea; 
and that not only as they are united in external objects, but as itself [the 
mind] has joined them. Ideas thus made up of several simple ones put to- 
gether I call ‘complex.’!” 


These crucial phrases are explicit and clear. Locke, like Hobbes, believes 
that the mind is both passive and active, and he anticipates Leibniz’s and 
Coleridge’s views that imagination is an active and a passive power. 
Locke affirms that “the mind ... can, by its own power, put together 
those ideas it has, and make new complex ones which it never received 
so united.””° Presumably the mind has always had this power. His 
point, the mind’s joining and amalgamating capacity, became a mainstay 
to thinkers who identified this power with “imagination.” British associ- 
ationists soon explored the nature of this power. In Germany, Tetens 
paid such detailed attention to Locke that he even repeated Locke’s 
comment that whereas the productive power creates unified ideas not al- 
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ready in nature, it cannot create matter itself. Kant relied heavily on the 
distinction between reproductive and productive imagination. 

Locke expresses, too, the mind’s formation of many ideas and ele- 
ments into one integrated whole, a notion that became central for 
theories of poetic imagination and symbolism. It played an important 
part in mid-century and romantic concepts of the way genius designs 
the overall plan of a system or an art work, and also in the German ap- 
proach to Einbildungskraft, which Tetens, Kant, Schelling and others 
envisioned as a power of complete synthesis, as in Schelling’s “Jn-Eins- 
Bildung,” where he takes eins to mean “one.” Locke’s own phrasing is 
terse but unmistakable. The mind “unites” many ideas and associations 
into one. Some ideas are “complicated of various simple ideas or com- 
plex ideas made up of simple ones, yet are, when the mind pleases, con- 
sidered each by itself as one entire thing, and signified by one name.”*! 
The phrase “when the mind pleases” implies a voluntary or conscious 
control of the productive power, another qualification that recalls 
Hobbes but also foreshadows later investigators of the imagination and 
the role of the will. 

Despite their importance, these comments of Locke’s should not be 
stretched too far. He does not stress the creative and artistic side of the 
mind’s productive power. He does not use the words “original” or, what 
was then more common, “inventive.” He does not talk about genius, nor 
does he pause to ask how the productive power operates, to give exam- 
ples, or to delve into psychological particulars. For him, it is enough to 
state that “the mind has a power.” 


Critics of Locke exposed these weaknesses. Henry Lee in his Anti- 
Scepticism (1702) and John Broughton in Psychologia (1703) represent 
the ideal and mystical strain also present in English thought. Rooted in a 
Platonic tradition, these thinkers were soon championed by the third 
Earl of Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper. John Norris, one of 
Locke’s antagonists and author of the Theory of the Ideal or Intelligible 
World (1701-1704), protests that it is hard to tell from reading Locke 
by what specific process ideas “come to be united” in the mind. This 
kind of perceptive attack and Locke’s own haziness on the point 
prompted Addison and Akenside to explain more fully Locke’s 
“power,” which they called imagination. 

The influence of Locke and his skepticism concerning innate ideas— 
which helped to turn the meaning of reason topsy-turvy from a largely 
immediate and intuitive power to one of deduction, logic, and effort— 
left a substantial vacuum. Yet into that vacuum he threw a handful of 
particles. What he describes as the mind’s innate power to produce 
complex ideas, similar to the German sense of Kraft, would crystallize 
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in later authors as the “imagination.” Locke believed the mind to be 
both active and passive. From simple ideas it forms unified, complex 
ideas that may be completely new, and this formation works through 
voluntary control or will. As the Enlightenment explored the relation- 
ship of mind to nature, and of mind and nature to spiritual and ideal 
forces, the attributes ascribed by Locke to the mind’s interplay with ex- 
ternal reality became dimensions of a “power” that, more and more, 
went under the name of “imagination.” 


Because of a stress on the five senses and on concrete reality, the em- 
pirical school might seem the natural enemy of imagination. But British 
empiricism escapes the prevailing rationalistic method of Continental 
thought in the late seventeenth century. This rationalism, found to 
varying degrees in Descartes, Malebranche, Spinoza, and Leibniz, iden- 
tifies reason as the highest faculty in the mind and generally discredits 
the imagination. The empiricists, on the contrary, view the imagination 
as a power that might replace or compliment “reason.” A. S. P. Wood- 
house gives the pith of the matter when he comments that, “A philoso- 
phy which grounded all knowledge in sense experience had less reason 
to distrust imagination than had rationalism in its Cartesian or any other 
form.””? 

In English thought the imagination becomes less diametrically op- 
posed to reason and more the working partner of reason, the act of rea- 
soning itself, a process so complex that it cannot be broken down into 
the logical or “rational” steps of “method.” From the start many think- 
ers denied a rigid faculty psychology in which the mind operates like a 
machine with interlocking but distinct parts. William Law, divine and 
mystic, in Case of Reason, or Natural Religion, Fairly and Fully Stated 
(1732), states simply that “the imagination signifies no distinct faculty 
from our reason, but only reason acting upon our own ideas.””’ Three 
years later the poet Walter Harte wrote An Essasy on Reason, in which 
he describes the complete operation of the mind from its earliest state to 
the point where it creates on its own. Harte’s approach is empirical and 
recognizes an important empirical fact: the mind, shaping new things 
and ideas, appears to function in a way that cannot be reduced to a set of 
propositions or to the mere receptivity of sense information. The mind 
has a capacity to “work” and to “dare”; it has a potential (“seeds”) that 
can be tapped: 


Yet in this infant state, by stealth, by chance, 
Th’increasing mind still feels a slow advance, 
Thro’ the dark void ev’n gleams of truth can shoot, 
Nor more the tender seeds unquicken’d lie, 

But stretch their form and wait for wings to fly. 
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Sensation first, the ground-work of the whole, 
Deals ray by ray each image to the soul: 
Perception true to every nerve, receives 

The various impulse, now exults, now grieves: 
Thought works and ends, and dares afresh begin: 
So whirlpools pour out streams, and suck them in; 
That thought romantic Memory detains 

In unknown cells, and in aerial chains: 
Imagination thence her flow’rs translates; 

And Fancy, emulous of God, creates. 


(234-248) 
By mentioning “seeds unquicken’d” and a process in which 
“Thought works,” “Imagination ... translates,” and “Fancy ... cre- 


ates,” Harte presents a concept of mind free from the mechanical sim- 
plicities of empiricism. Reductionistic elements nevertheless persisted. 
Hartley’s work does not appear until the middle of the century. But 
many empiricists avoided the naive and narrow application of theory, 
and the rationalists absorbed empirical observations about the mind that 
were too plain to deny. This confluence of thought included another 
strain favoring neither reason nor the senses, but a harmony of matter 
and spirit, a bond between nature and man’s whole self. 


CLAIMS OF THE SPIRIT: 
SHAFTESBURY AND LEIBNIZ 


PP. es by Hobbes and Locke, the 


British virtually created and developed empirical psychology. Yet in 
their approach to art and literature, while applying empirical psychol- 
ogy more thoroughly than had ever been done before, they broke the 
empirical spell and extricated themselves from a hide-bound approach. 
They were able to do so because they also found different inspiration in 
a doctrine formed outside the predominance of empirical thinking.’ 

In early eighteenth-century England, this doctrine is best represented 
by Shaftesbury. He harmonized many elements and, instead of formu- 
lating a philosophical system, established a unified sensibility that bears 
many similarities to later, more “romantic” ideas of experience and 
imagination. He revived Platonism, not only by keeping alive the work 
of the Cambridge Platonists, among them Ralph Cudworth, John Smith, 
Henry More, and Nathanael Culverwel, but also by turning directly to 
Plato and the earlier neo-Platonists. Shaftesbury’s first publication 
(1698) was a Preface to the Sermons of Dr. Whichcote, one of the 
Cambridge Platonists. Shaftesbury tried to steer a course between rigid 
empiricism and rampant rationalism. 

Plurality of thought usually creates irony. Shaftesbury himself owed 
his own life in a sense to one of the greatest empiricists, Locke. In this 
case the irony is rewarding rather than undercutting or tragic. Accord- 
ing to a story told by Shaftesbury, Locke, who at Oxford had met and 
become a close friend of the first earl of Shaftesbury, the third earl’s 
grandfather and the Achitophel of Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel 
(1681), had acted as an agent for the family in negotiating and arranging 
the marriage of his parents. Furthermore, Locke was medical attendant 
to the family and reportedly aided at the birth of Shaftesbury. Locke 
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became responsible for the early education of the boy, who was 
enriched by travel on the Continent starting at the age of fifteen, and 
Shaftesbury was schooled according to Locke’s own Some Thoughts 
Concerning Education (1693). 

Arching over Shaftesbury’s work is the concept of a complete associa- 
tion of sensibilities, a combination and harmony not only of aesthetic, 
intellectual, and moral impulses but also of emotion and epistemology. 
This attitude is approximated by that highly prized and ancient Greek 
virtue of sophrosyne, a state where life and life’s engagement with na- 
ture are kept in timely order through the balanced interpenetration of all 
sides of human behavior, thought, and feeling. 

This harmony between man and the world—and between the various 
parts of man’s inner self—when attained, is a trinity of the good, true, 
and beautiful. This trinity is, at bottom, one. It is grasped immediately 
and understood intuitively. Its visible or material symbol is beauty, 
which Ernst Cassirer explains as having profound significance: 


The purest harmony between man and the world is available only 
through the medium of the beautiful. For here man not only understands 
but experiences and knows that all order and regularity, all unity and law, 
depend on one and the same original form .. .The truth of the universe 
speaks, as it were, through the phenomenon of beauty; it is no longer in- 
accessible, but acquires a means of expression, a language, in which the 
meaning of this truth, its real logos, is first completely revealed.” 


The later Enlightenment and the Romantic period’s rediscovery of 
this Shaftesburian temper combined with a broadening empirical strain 
to enrich the idea of imagination from all sides. Wordsworth, Keats, 
Shelley, and Coleridge—in their ideas of beauty, truth, and the intuitive 
imagination seizing on truth—all pick up threads of Shaftesbury and 
continue his legacy, even though indirectly. The legacy never passed 
into obscurity. The Scottish Common Sense School drew from Shaftes- 
bury as well as from Locke. For example, Francis Hutcheson’s Inquiry 
into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725) combined 
both empirical and intuitional strains. If poets like John Pomfret, Aken- 
side, and William Collins did not give Shaftesbury’s attitudes a forceful 
and dramatic expression, at least they kept those attitudes simmering. 
Shaftesbury himself, in a marked difference from the common ideas of 
poetry, genius, and creativity in his own time, ascribed the creative 
power not to an especially large dose of reason or to an ability to see and 
discover more, but to a productive function in the mind. Genius per- 
ceives and recreates in a new form the process and harmony of the 
world.’ It participates in nature, drawing out and sharing nature’s truth 
and secrets by what Keats, a century later, called a “greeting of the 
spirit.” Where Locke and his followers kept alive the empirical quality 
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of the imaginative mind, Shaftesbury explored the ideal and spiritual 
side. Shaftesbury’s major work, the Characteristics of Men, Manners, 
Opinions, Times (1711), was popular for decades. 

The two approaches represented by Locke and Shaftesbury merged 
and cross-pollinated, as in Akenside’s Pleasures of Imagination (1744). 
The unity in man’s sensibilities and thought was being found not as the 
excrescence of reason or understanding, or of ideas or things, but as the 
child of the combining force of imagination. Shaftesbury introduced 
into British psychology and moral thought what had been a favorite re- 
ligious and philosophical topic of the seventeenth century. He stressed 
the disinterestedness of the heart, the need for ‘affections’ to make vir- 
tue and philosophy complete. This developed into the investigation of 
sympathy as an instrument of virtue and as an act of the imagination 
permitting the self to identify with others. Shaftesbury’s important 
work here, besides the Characteristics, is his Investigation Concerning 
Virtue and Merit (1699). At a time when Newtonian mathematics and 
geometry were exerting a strong hold not only on world-views but also 
on the nature of man and man’s morality, Shaftesbury provided an im- 
portant alternative. 

He perceived physical entities and separate ideas in infinite and imag- 
inative relations. An organicism of sorts, his approch can be summarized 
in the word “interconnectedness.” So in The Moralists the character of 
Theocles exclaims: 


All things in this world are united ... as the branch is united with the 
tree, so is the tree as immediately with the earth, air, and water which 
feed it... so much are the leaves, the seeds, and fruits of these trees fitted 
to the various animals; these again to one another and to the elements 
where they of necessity view all in one ... Thus too in the system of the 
bigger world. See there the mutual dependency of things! the relations of 
one to another . . . of the earth and other planets to the sun! . . . and know, 
my ingenious friend, that by this survey you will be obliged to own the 
universal system and coherent scheme of things to be established . . . ca- 
pable of convincing any fair and just contemplator of the work of nature.’ 


This mode of “contemplating” nature implies a constitutive bond be- 
tween nature and the individual mind; the mind, at least in part, is na- 
ture. Charles Gildon in 1718 affirmed that “Fancy is what we generally 
call Nature, or a Genius.” Further, a brotherhood or community of 
mind is anchored in nature, a “natural sympathy” (the phrase was to 
become common) exists among members of society. At the heart of this 
morally formative view rests the individual’s imaginative perception, a 
major theme of Cowper’s Task (1785) and of The Prelude, especially 
Book Eight, ‘““Retrospect—Love of Nature Leading to Love of Man.”* 

If we understand that Shaftesbury intends the imaginative mind to 


Claims of the Spirit 25 


extrapolate from the senses an order and relation behind experience that 
is deeper than the senses alone can supply, we also have a Platonic basis 
of the kind Collins and Shelley will employ. The senses become a veil 
behind which moves or “hides” a paradoxically more solid existence. 

Shaftesbury was widely read on the Continent as well as in England, 
especially in Germany, and Leibniz, discovering Shaftesbury’s The 
Moralists, A Philosophical Rhapsody, wrote: “I perceived that I had 
been in the forechamber only and was not entirely surprised to find 
myself in the .. . sanctuary of the most sublime philosophy .. . I found 
in it almost all of my Theodicy before it saw the light of day. The uni- 
verse all of a piece, its beauty, its universal harmony, the disappearance 
of real evil.” 

Through Leibniz, Shaftesbury entered the mainstream of German 
thought in the Enlightenment. He served as a velvet shoehorn for the re- 
vival of Spinoza and later influenced Herder, Kant, and Schiller. Thus, 
not only did Shaftesbury go to Germany, but through Leibniz and later 
German Romantics, with their interest in Plotinus, he was given a new 
cast and exported back into the English-speaking world. Shaftesbury 
encouraged an exchange of ideas between England and Germany 
throughout the transition from the Enlightenment to Romanticism. 
Most of his impact can be seen in the slow but steadily expanding curi- 
osity in imagination as a power that unifies man’s disparate experiences.° 


LEIBNIZ AND THE WONDER OF FORCE 


Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was, in a manner of speaking, the Shaftes- 
bury of the Continent. The Nouveaux essais (1765)—which he gen- 
erously withdrew from publication when Locke died in 1704, because 
they were largely a commentary and refutation of Locke’s Essay Con- 
cerning Human Understanding—offer an organic view of nature and 
argue for the presence of a force in nature and in the mind, “la puissance 
active” or “vis activa,” that can be seen as a full-fledged concept of 
imagination. Leibniz was a charming and urbane man; like Alfred North 
Whitehead and Bertrand Russell, he was a cosmologist and philosopher 
as well as a superb mathematician. His work encouraged a unified view 
of man and nature in which imagination links the two. Coleridge and 
Schelling looked on him and Spinoza as oases relieving the materialistic 
plain and “‘scientific” wasteland of the late seventeenth and early eigh- 
teenth centuries. 

“L’Harmonie Préétablie” and “la matiére organique partout” of 
Leibniz’s universe depend upon an imaginative power that connects the 
soul with the external world and reflects the divine plan itself. Those 
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thinkers whom Leibniz considered incomplete, either too dualistic, doc- 
trinaire, or materialistic, such as Descartes, Locke, Pascal, and Hobbes, 
indicate the affinity of his own position with the high Romantics whom 
he was to attract, philosophers and poets who grew up and wrote after 
1765 when the Nouveaux essais were finally published. Leibniz even 
made an unusual and rather intricate distinction between fancy (les 
idées phantastiques ou chimériques) and imagination (la combinaison 
des idées unifiées). 

Part of Leibniz’s view is sustained by religious faith, his belief that 
God creates and is the source of all things, that all things connect and 
relate to each other, and that to be aware of His reason, man must exer- 
cise not only human reason but sensibility and imaginative vision as 
well. Leibniz attracted thinkers whose own religious concerns were re- 
flected in their ideas of the imagination, such as Abraham Tucker, 
Schelling, Coleridge, and Friedrich Jacobi. He avoided the pantheism of 
Spinoza that, aside from scaring the orthodox, sabotaged the imagina- 
tion because it assumed a more static identity of all things as God. No 
interconnection was urgently needed. Spinoza does not stress the active 
revealing and discovering force of imagination. Leibniz’s philosophy 
takes the form of active present participles, but Spinoza’s is more of an 
all-embracing “is.” The individual is constantly looking outward and 
not, as in Leibniz, both inward and outward. 

Leibniz ushers in an intellectual sensibility uniquely conducive to ro- 
mantic views of nature and human consciousness. His thought tran- 
scends routine labels affixed to the late seventeenth century and pro- 
vides an architectonic scheme, a dynamic universe open to all kinds of 
phenomena—material, unconscious, spiritual, metaphysical, mathemati- 
cal, speculative, and aesthetic. An enemy of what he called the sectarian 
spirit of philosophy, he affirms parts of what others have thought rather 
than rejecting their whole systems out of hand. His own “system”—and 
in this he is like Coleridge and Schelling—holds that the universe itself 
is the only true “system,” and that it contains mysteries open to experi- 
ence but incapable of being pinned down by either purely experimental 
or purely contemplative and aesthetic approaches. Leibniz may be 
called antimechanistic or antimystical only in the sense that he is not 
wholly either one. Hamlet would have listened to him with fascination 
rather than contempt. That there is more in heaven and earth than is 
dreamt of in any one philosophy becomes a central message of Leibniz. 


The Nouveaux essais open with a respectful but firm attack on the 
tabula rasa of Locke. As a marble has veins and cleavages favorable to 
sculpting certain figures, so each mind, argues Leibniz, has internal pre- 
dispositions compatible to particular throughts and feelings.” How else 
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can we explain the diversity in human intellect and character? Leibniz 
also calls on a theological argument with scholastic flavor. How could 
God create souls as blanks to be informed only by images from the 
senses, thus leaving us mere automatons of the environment? Here 
Leibniz resorts to an ingenious ploy. As soon as the senses receive any- 
thing, the tabula rasa is lost. Yet the mind can never verify that it ac- 
tually enjoyed such a state in the first place, because the only way to ver- 
ify, according to Locke, is empirically, and the tabula rasa is the 
complete absence of empirical data. When the mind crosses the border 
and leaves the alleged tabula rasa, there is no trace of it left, no com- 
pelling reason to believe it was ever there. 

The mind, believes Leibniz, has innate ideas and an intrinsic power to 
act upon these ideas as well as upon sensations, to group them together 
or to separate them by analysis. This force in the mind, the essence of 
invention, Locke himself touches on, as does Coleridge, and Leibniz 
suggests that this force has a connection with the entelechy of Aristotle. 
But Leibniz makes “la puissance active” absolutely central. Not only 
does it form “complex ideas,” but it is the one creative, building, and 
productive power of the mind—the imagination. This force is the cause 
of all cause and effect in the mind, the agent of all its creativity. Images 
molded by this force are not the result of conscious and voluntary expe- 
rience alone. Leibniz contends that the psyche also receives constant 
salvos of “perceptions insensibles,” sensations to which we pay little 
or no attention, but which actually form an internal reservoir of images 
and feelings. We discover things not only from nature but also as they 
come from the mixed activities of our minds. We have a “sens interne” 
and experience things and certainly feelings internally. The “percep- 
tions insensibles” or “petites perceptions” within us are infinite in 
number and range. Their values and impressions form a calculus of the 
psyche. They establish a continuous bridge of awareness between the 
mind and physical reality. They are the stuff of the “pre-established 
Harmony.” 

Added to this welter of sub- and unconscious content, which breaks 
into consciousness, are habits and dispositions, intellectual ideas, senti- 
ments, instincts, passions, and customs.!° We feel or realize all of these 
with the force of truths; the mind is predisposed to them. They, or at 
least their potential, are in the mind from birth or before. With these 
and the “inner sense” in view, Leibniz makes his refutation of radical 
empiricism: 

One will oppose me with the axiom, received among the philosophers, 

that nothing is in the soul that does not come from the senses. But it is 


necessary to except the soul itself and its inclinations. Nothing is in the 
mind that was not in the senses, except the mind itself.'! 
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But Leibniz does not reject empiricism itself. Rather, he achieves 
what few thinkers from 1650 to 1775 were able to do. He strikes a bal- 
ance between active force and passive receptivity of the mind. This con- 
cept of a dual nature in the mind itself, the active and the passive, crops 
up increasingly during the Enlightenment and becomes a fundamental 
attribute of the imagination. Locke had strongly hinted at it. Coleridge 
affirms it repeatedly in the Biographia. Explored by Hobbes, Addison, 
Akenside, Tetens, and Kant—to name the major figures—the theme of 
imagination as active and passive is put by Leibniz particularly well be- 
cause he stresses the mutual effects and tension between action and ex- 
perience. To witness and to create through action become a single and 
coordinated function. 

Leibniz’s picture of the mind and world is complex, full, and varying. 
The “perceptions insensibles,” a series of perpetual tugs at creating, in- 
terpreting, discerning, and sensing, all respond to a changing universe. 
There are no discrete intervals; all is flowing and evolves. Nature and 
the mind are nowhere fixed, but their motions are not random. They are 
truly relevant to each other. The organization and interaction of objects 
and life—even of all atoms—follow certain causes.'? They are created 
and governed by a cosmic force. There is a chemistry as well as a me- 
chanics to life and the universal order. The mind follows and recreates 
nature by an imaginative process that registers and unites what it senses 
and perceives. Then, with its own elective affinities, it fashions a new 
picture of reality to correspond with each new moment. This concept 
parallels the primary imagination of Coleridge. 

Leibniz presents an organic view of nature and, in addition, an or- 
ganic view of the relationship between mind and nature. This awareness 
becomes a cornerstone of all Romanticism that goes beyond the purely 
subjective and sentimental: 


I see all things regulated and embellished beyond everything that was 
conceived up to now; the organic material everywhere, nothing empty, 
sterile, or neglected; nothing too uniform, everything varied but with 
order and—what passes the imagination—all the universe in abridgment, 
but from a different frame of reference in each of its parts, and even in 
each of its unities of substance." 


Yet Leibniz does not idolize “la matiére organique.” The imagination 
itself is a force, and the existence of spirit must be as certain as that of 
objects.'* Schelling and Coleridge later shared this conviction. Schelling 
began his brilliant philosophy from the material side in Die Naturphi- 
losophie then worked through ideal stages until he reached Die Philoso- 
phie der Kunst, a view based on the formative and self-conscious power 
of individual spirit and intelligence. Coleridge, though on the surface 
not as systematic, argued for the coexistence and interpenetration of 
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matter and spirit, with the beginning of all creation found in the self-af- 
firming intelligence, “I am that I am.” 


LEIBNIZ AND ROMANTIC ANTICIPATIONS 


The idea of force in Leibniz foreshadows a major development in the 
late eighteenth century. Especially in German thought, though also in 
English figures like Tucker, Blake, Keats, Shelley, Coleridge, and even 
Wordsworth, the imagination reconciles antitheses and polarities. It 
joins or envisions opposites with such energy or beauty that, as Keats 
says, “disagreeables evaporate.” Matter and spirit, mortality and the 
eternal, man’s tenement of clay and the empyrean realms, the self and 
nature or society, are revealed as part of one pattern and dialectic. But 
this deeper unity and understanding of human life and nature can ap- 
pear only if there is a way to connect opposites by describing and re- 
creating them with the images of each other and, through metaphor, 
suggesting how they resemble one another and, in the psyche and in na- 
ture, become transformed into their “opposite.” No entity or thing can 
provide this connection and transformation. It would dissolve into the 
mass of polarities and acquire its own opposite. Any entity, spiritual or 
material, is too limited. Even the consideration of God throws open the 
question of evil and the Devil. Reason has a powerful opposite in the ir- 
rational or insane. A force, a power to create and to act, is required. This 
is one of Leibniz’s great insights. Only through the idea of force, and not 
through an entity or a fixed body of truths, can the strife of opposites be 
raised to harmony and interplay. Leibniz explains the need for this force 
and argues for its existence. In the decades that follow, the Enlighten- 
ment gives this force a local habitation and a name (though not a com- 
pletely new one), the “imagination.” 

With stunning directness the Nouveaux essais present the basic prem- 
ises of Romanticism. Leibniz endows nature and the mind with a feeling 
spirit and with ideas both from and beyond the senses. He gives the 
imagination an active and creating force as well as an open receptivity. A 
continuum of awareness, a kind of intuition, flows from the collision of 
inner events, resources, and “dispositions” with external circumstance, 
reality, and the creative power. 

Leibniz himself does not actually speak of “imagination” as directly 
controlling or even participating in this drama of mind and nature. At 
the beginning of the eighteenth century the common usage of the word 
had not gained such scope. Especially on the Continent he would have 
been thought rash to base so much on what would normally be con- 
veyed by the word. Hobbes had been revolutionary in speaking of all 
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psychological and creative processes as resting largely on imagination, 
but Leibniz would have had to say even more about imagination, had he 
chosen to use the term, simply because his own philosophy had greater 
range. Neither French, Latin, nor German yet gave the breadth of 
meaning to imagination that was found in English writers like Hobbes 
and Dryden. Leibniz favors “vis activa” or “la puissance active.” But 
the real point is that everything he discusses in relation to this force or 
power becomes vital to romantic theories of imagination. In fact, he fur- 
nishes the essentials for those theories. What he said in the 1690s and 
early 1700s was necessary to and, with some extensions, sufficient for 
the high Romantics’ faith in imagination. 

Even with the dawning of this new power, Leibniz never abandons 
trust in reason. To him it is not a scientific, experimental method or a 
step-by-step logic. He gives reason the general meaning it has in Plato 
and in medieval and Renaissance philosophy. Yet he does this without 
denying or opposing science, warning only that empirical science and 
Cartesian method are not the last word on reality. The answer lies in 
mind and nature, in reason, internal sense, fact, feeling, intuition—in all 
that the psyche can command and call its own. When Coleridge, Ren- 
olds, Hazlitt, Wordsworth, and Keats protest the debasement of reason 
into what Keats calls “consequitive reasoning,” they are echoing Leib- 
niz’s challenge to the mechanistic systems even as they usurped the 
field.'* Reason, he says, ought to be allied with truth, not “proof.” Leib- 
niz first solves the problem of what to do with reason as a value if greater 
stock were placed in the imagination. Imagination becomes the process, 
the dynamic or the dialectic, through which truths of reason may be ob- 
tained and understood. Reason is thus more static; it is a “higher” power 
than imagination but one fulfilled only through the active working and 
forms of imagination. Like Shaftesbury, Leibniz envisions that internal 
resources and characteristics of the mind will become a partner with na- 
ture and then interpret that union. Knowledge depends, to use Fichte’s 
later terms, on both the ego and the non-ego; it is sensuous, demonstra- 
tive, and intuitive. Locke had suggested this himself in the fourth book 
of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Above all, knowledge 
affects what we believe in, our faith, and how we act. This imaginative 
process places new emphasis on the individual. 

Leibniz highlights at least three themes that volley back and forth and 
gain pace throughout the Enlightenment. Figures as dissimilar as Kant 
and Keats take them up. Leibniz’s first theme is that, while the imagina- 
tion turns outward and inward uniting the self with the external, it can 
also differentiate between them. We become conscious of the self in a 
profound way. We develop apperception (s’appercevoir). “J’aimerois 
mieux distinguer entre perception et entre s'appercevoir.” The concept 
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of self-consciousness is present in Cartesianism, too. Cogito, ergo sum 
can be taken as a sign that self-consciousness had attained increasing im- 
portance in philosophy. Spinoza and Malebranche also express concepts 
of self-consciousness. According to Leibniz, self-consciousness, in the 
broad and positive sense, is an imaginative act. The impact of this con- 
cept for Romanticism—and for the modern world, especially romantic 
and modern literature—cannot be underestimated. It is at once the very 
stuff of Byron’s irony, Wordsworth’s sincerity, and Keats’s question- 
ings. 

Leibniz’s second theme is that consciousness of self leads directly to 
the active production of an image of the self, an identity. This identity 
comes from connecting time past with time future, from experience that 
not merely is receptive but also allows the self-aware individual to act 
and suffer and become.'* Our identity is a creature of the imagination. 
Hobbes, Hazlitt, Coleridge, and Keats explore this theme. Schelling sees 
his age as one of self-consciousness and personal identity. The Roman- 
tics come to believe, as Leibniz did, that personal identity is self-evolv- 
ing, that it does not depend solely on reason or the senses, on fact or 
spirit, but on these united and given a distinct character by “la puis- 
sance active” working in nature and the mind. 

Leibniz’s third theme emphasizes that the apperceptive and self- 
evolving individual turns to a nature that also is changing and evolving. 
Between the individual and nature there is, as Keats says, “a greeting of 
the spirit.” The self comes to participate; it realizes and knows more. 
Leibniz puts it another way. A person with a lively imagination, an en- 
thusiast in the good sense of the word, “aura l’avantage d’avoir des 
idées plus vives et en plus grand nombre; ainsi il auroit aussi plus de 
connoissance.” Good memory, passion, and strong imagination—which 
a poet ideally has—permit us to conceive of things and feelings with 
electrifying strength. This enthusiasm or fire—similar to the ancients’ 
belief in the divine fire and inspiration of the poet—signifies the divinity 
in us, “Est Deus in nobis.” This is the daemonic, and Leibniz cities Soc- 
rates and his daemon. Leibniz believes that the greatest power for 
knowledge, wisdom, and understanding comes from an imaginative vi- 
sion. We greet nature, and even as we do so, we are creating it, as well as 
our own identities.’’ 


The influence of Leibniz reflects his uncanny reconciliation of new 
and old. The pervading thought in 1700 was not so eclectic. Hobbes and 
Locke, Newton and Descartes, acquired self-appointed disciples, who 
were less open and catholic than their masters. An army of popularizers 
and salon intellectuals, eager for certainty, narrowed the sights and jet- 
tisoned the speculations of their heros. Even Christian Wolff later di- 
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minished the spirit of Leibniz. In this atmosphere, often partisan and 
mechanistic, Leibniz managed to integrate the classical trust in reason, a 
sense of wonder, theology, psychology, and scientific inquiry. The im- 
portance and concept of the imagination, especially on the Continent, 
would grow largely from the range of thought found in Leibniz. 

It is hard to appreciate Leibniz’s achievement simply because the ro- 
mantic period assimilated so much of his viewpoint. Familiarity with 
Wordsworth, Blake, Shelley, Rousseau, Goethe, Keats, and Coleridge 
can make Leibniz seem second-hand. But the reverse is truer. Born in 
1646, Leibniz came a century before. He cut leaves in the cosmic and 
holy books, and his thought inspired the confidence and outlook neces- 
sary to what these later writers would express in poetry. 


THE CREATIVE IMPULSE: 
ADDISON THROUGH AKENSIDE AND 
THE 1740s 


L the last year of Shaftesbury’s life, 
1712, when at forty-one he was battling consumption at Naples, Joseph 
Addison wrote his Spectator series on “the pleasures of the imagina- 
tion.” These papers elevate “imagination” and rescue it from a morass of 
critical terms. Addison places the word in a solution of attitudes that 
crystallize around it and begin to form a comprehensive idea bearing 
directly on poetry and the arts. 

The membrane separating English philosophy and psychology from 
poetry and literature had, since Hobbes, been highly permeable, as 
could also be said of Germany after about 1770. By an osmosis of ideas 
each area of endeavor now flowed to the other. Often a single man turns 
philosophic or speculative thought to the uses of poetry or criticism. 
Hobbes, Hume, and Coleridge are good examples. Addison’s series on 
the imagination provides English poetry and criticism with a quasi-phil- 
osophic and aesthetic underpinning, something only Sidney, Bacon, and 
Hobbes had attempted before.’ In a sense, the idea of imagination be- 
comes the first artery joining philosophy and psychology with the arts 
and criticism. And the idea of the imagination has continued to be the 
strongest link between speculative thought and the theory of literature. 

Addison was probably not conscious of the lift he gave to the relation- 
ship between literature and philosophic thought. What he was doing 
seemed, in a way, only natural. Familiar with Locke and Shaftesbury’s 
work, he tried to apply the vigor of new thought and psychology to the 
appreciation of nature, literature, and art. “Imagination” became an at- 
tractive vehicle. “The pleasures of judgment” would have sounded ri- 
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diculous. Besides, the need for judgment had been so persistently urged 
that the concept had become threadbare and routine. Not much better 
would have been “the pleasures of wit.” Already that term had acquired 
widely disparate meanings. To employ it would have led to a series of 
commonplaces, or else to a futile struggle against them. ‘The pleasures 
of invention” might have worked, but Addison speaks not only about 
the creative act but about the appreciation of art, the intrinsic compari- 
son between nature and a finished poem or painting. 

After Addison’s series, interest in the imagination as a critical concept 
gathers force quickly. By the 1720s and 1730s many critics and poets 
consider it the highest gift and value of art. In 1744 Akenside’s Pleasures 
of Imagination fortifies this new attitude and expresses the growing 
unity of imagination as a literary value and as an idea with philosophic 
and religious importance. 

In late seventeenth-century criticism and the commentary of poets 
themselves, we find that “imagination” enjoys a frequent but dissipated 
usage. No critic or poet develops a theory of imagination or seems con- 
sistent in what is often alternative praise and censure of that power. For 
one thing, the word “imagination,” or “fancy,” had not, by 1700, be- 
come connotative in a broad sense. It meant a fairly limited power con- 
nected, in the main, with the simple formation of images. This is even 
true to some degree in Addison. Though Hobbes uses fancy and imagi- 
nation in a variety of ways, some of them with the broadest implications, 
he was unusual; in addition, his main interest is in psychology rather 
than poetry. Shakespeare, Puttenham, and Cowley had spoken about 
imagination or fancy as a far-ranging power. Yet on the whole, “imagi- 
nation” in the late seventeenth century was hemmed in by a snarl of 
critical terms. It was in part a question of vocabulary and semantics. 
“Wit,” “judgment,” “enthusiasm,” “invention,” poetic “fire” or 
“ardor’—all these are mixed and compared with “imagination.” In 
some instances these values and attributes are taken to be part of the 
imagination. In other cases imagination is identified as a constituent part 
of these qualities. Most frequently the imagination is opposed to judg- 
ment. The word also felt the influence of French criticism during the 
last forty years of the seventeenth century. Among its numerous effects, 
French criticism tended both to swamp imagination with terms and dis- 
tinctions that were often abstract and rigid in theory, and to impose 
rules on English criticism simply because many French observations 
were parroted by minor English figures who thought themselves “criti- 
cal” in the way a person believes he can improve his thinking by wear- 
ing someone else’s wig. 

For these reasons, the early neoclassical period is commonly said to 
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have “distrusted” the imagination. At least that is what we say from 
hindsight, when the prevailing attitude then is compared with the ex- 
ploratory mood in the middle and even the first decades of. the eigh- 
teenth century. In fact, early neoclassical criticism suspected “imagina- 
tion” and choked its potential no more than previous periods of 
literature. Viewing imagination askance and with some reservation had 
been a common practice for centuries. The early neoclassical stance was 
no more adverse in its strictures than critics and writers had been be- 
fore. 

Dryden exemplifies the vacillating attitude of the Restoration. In the 
Epistle Dedicatory to The Rival Ladies (1664), he warns that “‘imagina- 
tion in a poet is a faculty so wild and lawless, that like a high-ranging 
spaniel, it must have clogs tied to it, lest it outrun judgment.” But Dry- 
den was not writing a critical treatise; seven years later, the year before 
Addison’s birth in 1672, while not denying the importance of judgment, 
he radically changes his emphasis and tone. The production of a dra- 
matic work by a poet is “the largest field of fancy, which is the principal 
thing required in him . . . Judgement, indeed is necessary in him; but ’tis 
fancy that gives the life-touches, and the secret graces to it.”” Imagina- 
tion imitates nature but also injects the wonderful and surprising. There 
was certainly interest and curiosity about the imagination. One reason 
that before Addison it suffered under almost universal qualification was 
that critics, especially those following rules, apprehended how powerful 
a faculty it could be. 

John Dennis checks the imagination with reins of judgment, but he 
wants Pegasus to be full of “passion” and “warmth.” The “great Parts” 
of a poet are first ‘‘a lively, and a warm, and a strong imagination,” then 
“a solid and piercing judgment.” The way to teach reason is not through 
a reflective, self-enclosed mood but by transport and inspiration: ‘‘Pas- 
sion is the chief thing in poetry.”’ Similarly, Addison praises Pindar’s 
“noble sallies of imagination” and, though himself later labeled “coldly 
correct” by Joseph Warton, refers to the race of natural genius as those 
who have “most heat and life in their imaginations.”* A variation on the 
classical premise of instruction and pleasure, this view offers nothing es- 
sentially new, and Dennis, in his claims for “enthusiasm,” relies on 
Longinus, with a Christian slant.’ But once reason embodies passion, 
then the line between reason and the inflamed imagination—which, ac- 
cording to Dennis, convinces us of the reality of things not present or 
not experienced—becomes wavy and even breaks. One enters the realm 
of what Bacon had once called “imaginative or insinuative reason,” per- 
haps the source for Matthew Arnold’s later “imaginative reason.” As 
Edward Young relates in Night Thoughts, passion elevates reason. This 
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mixing and mutual reliance of reason, vivid images, and passion ex- 
pressed by Dennis was to become important for the associationists and 
for critics in general who, like Hume, Archibald Alison, and Hazlitt, 
stress the mind’s inner excitement of response and creation. 


ADDISON’S INFLUENTIAL TREATMENT 


In the Spectator series on “the pleasures of the imagination” (Nos. 
409, 411-421), Addison does more than popularize the notions of Locke 
or provide the title and materials for Akenside’s poem. Expanding 
Locke, Addison adds many new ideas. Although he does not pursue any 
one of these approaches to the imagination at length, they all became 
important and were more forcefully expressed and explored during the 
latter half of the century. Addison’s fashionable series of 1712 was famil- 
iar to every man of letters. These dozen papers influenced—to name a 
few—Pope, Akenside, Francis Hutcheson, Hume, the Wartons, John- 
son, and on the Continent, the “Swiss Critics” Bodmer and Breitinger. 

At first it seems that Addison simply distinguishes two “pleasures of 
imagination” and bases them on Locke’s division of simple and complex 
ideas. Addison calls the pleasures of imagination either “primary” or 
“secondary,” terms Coleridge used a century later, intending to clarify 
levels of imaginative power. Addison’s primary and secondary “‘plea- 
sures” are not, of course, quite the same thing as primary and secondary 
powers of imagination, but, on the other hand, they go beyond passive 
responses. Both kinds of pleasure correspond to and arise from the mind 
actively at work, and so the “primary” and “secondary” pleasures are 
roughly equivalent to “primary” and “secondary” activities of the imag- 
ination itself, 

For Addison, the primary imagination reproduces or copies mentally 
what we receive directly from experience, especially visual images. But 
“we have the power of retaining, altering, and compounding those 
images .. . into all the varieties of picture and vision.” This is the “sec- 
ondary” imagination, which involves an internal and distinctly psycho- 
logical process. Throughout the essays Addison works more fully to- 
ward this less visual, less sensuous, and more psychological description 
of the imaginative act. He becomes intrigued with the way the mind re- 
works and transposes what it has sensed and, with this altering power, 
produces new combinations and ideas. Addison frees himself from the 
concept of imagination as something based on vision and the literal sense 
of “image.” The imagination “has something in it like creation; it be- 
stows a kind of existence, and draws up to the reader’s view several ob- 
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jects which are not to be found in being. It makes additions to nature.” 
Shakespeare’s Caliban is a creature of imagination, while Hotspur or 
Caesar “might have been formed upon tradition, history, and observa- 
tion.” 

Thus Addison speaks of imagination as indispensable not only to taste 
and appreciation but also to the imitative or creative power of art. The 
secondary imagination gives rise to art as an imitation (not a copy) and 
supplement to nature. Mimesis, the classical foundation of art, becomes 
an imaginative act. We create by imagination and also appreciate 
through it, for the pleasure of art derives from that comparison with na- 
ture which the art work forces us to make. Art throws the mind into ac- 
tivity and comparison; this activity can arouse many responses—intel- 
lectual, emotional, and sensuous. It also elicits a delight in the artist’s 
skill, a curiosity why he can be suggestive and catalyze such pleasurable 
comparisons. As Johnson was to say in Rasselas, “When the eye or the 
imagination is struck with any uncommon work the next transition of an 
active mind is to the means by which it was performed.” 

Addison believes that language and poetry capture and hold the imi- 
tative process best because words are the most versatile medium. They 
allow the mind freedom to present and to interpret, in a new and unified 
form, varied elements of experience and spots of time. The whole basis 
of fiction, the making of poetry from which poetry derives it name, is 
most appropriately called imagination rather than wit, skill, or feigning.® 

In contrast to the traditional ideal of beauty as the regular and rational 
harmony of parts, Addison voices a je ne sais quot attitude about beauty 
that implies an intuitive grasp of the beautiful through the power of 
imagination. “We are struck we know not how,” he says, ‘“‘and immedi- 
ately assent to the beauty of an object, without inquiring into the partic- 
ular causes and occasions of it.” Influenced by Shaftesbury, Addison an- 
ticipates and helps to form the later Enlightenment’s quest for beauty as 
an intuitive and aesthetic grasp of the world, a feeling which receives its 
finest poetic statement from romantic genius. Furthermore, Addison, 
like Locke, sees the associative and imaginative process as varying from 
person to person. He takes a step in the direction of the personal and the 
subjective as the basis, at least in part, of creating and judging art. The 
focus is more on the individual than it had previously been. 

In addition, Addison emphasizes two positive and exceptionally im- 
portant values in criticism, values which become extremely important 
during the remainder of the century and which preoccupy, at one time 
or another, every critic of worth. These values are novelty—or original- 
ity as it was later known—and the sublime. Here, in a crucial link, Ad- 
dison ascribes the power of these qualities to their effect on the imagina- 
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tion. After discussing decorum and the unities in dramatic poetry, he 
adds that ‘“‘there is still something more essential to the art, something 
that elevates and astonishes the fancy, and gives a greatness of mind to 
the reader, which few of the critics besides Longinus have considered.” 
This is the sublime, and Addison makes this “greatness” indispensable 
to the best art. Similarly, he places stress on “everything that is new or 
uncommon.” This novelty or originality ‘raises a pleasure in the imagi- 
nation, because it fills the soul with an agreeable surprise, gratifies its 
curiosity, and gives it an idea of which it was not before possest.” In 
adding novelty and the sublime as criteria for art, Addison pays 
more attention to the effect of art on the mind’s internal response. The 
reasons for judging and appreciating become more psychologically 
based, a tendency that by the late Enlightenment dominates critical 
thinking and establishes new criteria for intuitive beauty, novelty, and 
the sublime."° 

Although Addison does not nuance or ramify many of his ideas about 
the imagination, he throws off a great many which, like sparks, do not 
have much mass themselves but are bright and hot enough to ignite 
larger fires. He attempts to clear the confusion between fancy and imag- 
ination by making them synonymous. His attempts fail, but he recog- 
nizes the problem. He also perceives the immense sway of imagination 
in life as well as in art and remarks “how great a measure of happiness or 
misery we are capable of receiving from the imagination only.” This 
point was to become one of Johnson’s central themes in his moral writ- 
ings and the basis for The Vanity of Human Wishes. Addison hints at 
another of Johnson’s themes when he says, in phrasing similar to John- 
son’s, that “‘our imagination loves to be filled with an object, or to grasp 
at anything that is too big for its capacity.” It is a restless power, never 
entirely under rational control. Like Johnson, Addison sees this as a po- 
tentially treacherous “defect.”" 

The same paper (No. 412) that discusses the insatiable character of 
the imagination also turns to a different topic, the blending of the 
senses—not real synaesthesia, where one sense is used to characterize 
another, but a coordination and multiple interpenetration of senses 
through a common center in the mind, an idea that would fascinate 
Hazlitt three generations later. Addison explains that, “if there arises a 
fragrancy of smells or perfumes, they heighten the pleasures of the 
imagination, and make even the colours and verdure of the landscape 
appear more agreeable; for the ideas of both senses recommend each 
other, and are pleasanter together than when they enter the mind sepa- 
rately.” 

The word “recommend” is the crux here. Addison seems to use it in a 
fairly literal way; each different sense leads into the others until they 
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seem to repeat and add to each other, forming a total impression where 
the whole is greater than the sum of parts. 


By the last essay (No. 421) the imagination has so broadened in scope 
for Addison that he speaks openly of its application to literature, moral- 
ity, and criticism. He expresses a sophisticated philosophical concept, 
the mind’s interface between the material and intellectual worlds and its 
ability to break down dualism by transferring one world to the other, a 
theme later important to Coleridge, Schelling, and to German thought 
on the imagination in general. Addison may have been thinking of 
Shakespeare’s lines that imagination gives to airy nothing a local habita- 
tion and a name and bodies forth the shape of things unknown. Most of 
all, this last paper shows how, even in the two weeks his series occupies, 
he has begun to sound out the psychological intricacies of the imagina- 
tion. 

On the mind’s ability not only to receive impressions and compose 
them into ideas but also to transpose ideas back into material impress- 
ions, Addison is specific in assigning the source of this power to “the 
pleasures of the imagination.” These pleasures 


are not wholly confined to such particular authors as are conversant in 
material objects, but are often to be met with among the polite masters of 
morality, criticism, and other speculations abstracted from matter, who, 
though they do not directly treat of the visible parts of nature, often draw 
from them their similitudes, metaphors, and allegories ... A truth in the 
understanding is . . . reflected by the imagination; we are able to see some- 
thing like colour and shape in a notion, and to discover a scheme of 
thoughts traced out upon matter. And here the mind . .. has two of its 
faculties gratified at the same time, while the fancy is busy in copying 
after the understanding, and transcribing ideas out of the intellectual 
world into the material. 


In this respect, Addison suggests that the exercise or pleasure of the 
imagination depends on a full and directed interplay and integration of 
as many faculties and operations of the mind as possible. His shortcom- 
ing is that when he makes an observation, he often fails to make a strong 
case for it. He settles for a polished veneer and does not vigorously pur- 
sue his numerous and incisive suggestions. He is not concrete or ex- 
tended enough for his assertions. As Johnson says, he often thinks 
rightly but faintly. The slight enervation and generality, however, can- 
not tarnish the fact that he brought many ideas into the light and air 
where others could see, examine, and develop them. What he lacks in 
penetration he makes up for with activity. No one else in the first half of 
the English Enlightenment sprinkled as many seeds for a later under- 
standing and development of the imagination as Addison. 


40 PROBING THE SOURCE 
A GROUNDSWELL OF INTEREST 


The Spectator papers step outside bounds of the ordinary. For exam- 
ple, Pope’s Essay on Criticism, published the year before, in 1711, and 
written in 1709 when Pope was twenty-one, is an encyclopedia of neo- 
classical rules and premises. Typically, it contains only one reference to 
the imagination (1.58) and a few minor uses of “wit” for what we now 
think of as imagination. But in two later prefaces, both written after 
Addison’s series, Pope changes his stance considerably. He is older and 
relying less on Horace and Boileau. The Preface to his translation of the 
Iliad (1715) abounds with praise for Homer’s inventive and imaginative 
work: 


It is to the Strength of this amazing invention we are to attribute that un- 
equal’d Fire and Rapture, which is so forcible in Homer, that no Man of 
true Poetical Spirit is Master of himself while he reads him. What he 
writes is of the most animated nature imaginable; everything moves, 
everything lives, and is put in action ... The Reader is hurry’d out of 
himself by the Force of the Poet’s Imagination, and turns in one place to a 
Hearer, in another to a Spectator. 


As the Iliad progresses, Homer’s imagination “grows ... and becomes 
on Fire like a Chariot-Wheel, by its own Rapidity.” Imagination is the 
inventive power, and Pope turns more to this “strength,” “fire,” “rap- 
ture,” and “force of the poet’s imagination” than to the clichés he grace- 
fully versified six years earlier. He even told Joseph Spence that he had 
planned to write a Persian fable “in which I should have given a full 
loose to description and imagination. It would have been a very wild 
thing.”’? Pope’s Preface to his edition of Shakespeare (1725) again 
champions original genius. Milton and especially Shakespeare, both 
growing in popularity, perhaps did as much to promote the esteem of 
imagination as any work of criticism or philosophy. 

Addison’s basic approach not only stands at the threshold of sharper 
critical interest in the imagination, like that shown by Pope, but also 
paves the way for psychological and aesthetic evaluation at large, which 
would soon be put to critical use. Francis Hutcheson’s Inquiry into the 
Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725) combines Shaftes- 
bury with a few elements of Locke and adds an Addisonian flavor. 
Hutcheson, who later became professor of moral philosophy at the Uni- 
versity of Glasgow, states we have an “internal sense” (similar to Leib- 
niz’s “sens interne”) that perceives beauty. It is an internal “sense of 
beauty” and yields to no rational explanation. Similarly, we possess a 
moral sense, also internal and intuitive. The capacity of these internal 
senses is actually much like Addison’s concept of the imagination, espe- 
cially the “secondary” pleasures. Hutcheson is not writing literary criti- 
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cism, but when he and others begin to talk about beauty in nature as 
dependent on man’s internal sense, they encourage criticism, insofar as 
criticism professes aesthetic values, to base itself on something in man’s 
inner makeup that is imaginative rather than rational. Burke and the as- 
sociationists soon extend this tendency and take the small additional 
step of calling Hutcheson’s “internal sense” the imagination. Hutch- 
eson’s brief definition of beauty as “Uniformity Amidst Variety” is also 
not far from Coleridge’s “multéity in unity.” 

By the 1720s and 1730s the imagination begins to acquire a distinctly 
positive character. It becomes the power not only to invent images but 
also to animate and excite, providing what Dryden called the “life- 
touches” and “secret graces” of art. Imagination, in effect, means some- 
thing naturally pleasant and enjoyable. And poetry, which can imitate 
nature so well that it touches all the senses, including the internal senses, 
relies chiefly on imagination. Leonard Welsted, in an anticipation of 
Wordsworth’s “Reason in her most exalted mood,” implies in Concern- 
ing the Perfection of the English Language (1724) that poetry—the 
imagination—blends and unifies ideas and acts like an extended reason: 
“Poetry depends much more on imagination than other arts, but is not 
on that account less reasonable than they; for imagination is as much a 
part of reason as is memory or judgment, or rather a more bright emana- 
tion from it, as to paint and throw light on ideas is a finer act of under- 
standing than simply to separate or compare them.” 

Following Addison, several poets praise and try to explain the imagi- 
nation in didactic or reflective verse. The Excursion, a poem by David 
Mallet in 1728, suggests that the imagination, by going beyond the 
senses and external reality, can transcend nature. It was this transcen- 
dent or escapist idea of poetry that Keats exploited so well but also came 
to question. As an internal and psychological power, it transports the 
reader to ‘‘extended space” and “superior worlds”: 

Companion of the muse, creative power, 

Imagination! at whose great command 

Arise unnumber’d images of things, 

Thy hourly offspring: thou, who canst at will 

People with air-born shapes the silent wood, 

And solitary vale, thy own domain, 

Where contemplation haunts; oh, come, invok’d, 

To waft me on thy many-tinctur’d wing, 

O’er earth’s extended space: and thence, on high, 

Spread to superior worlds thy bolder flight, 

Excursive, unconfin’d. 
Mallet was, like Hutcheson, of Scottish family having changed his name 
from Malloch in 1724, and he became friends with both James Thomson 
and Pope. 
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During the middle years of the century, a number of poems express 
belief in the universal order of beauty and harmony by appealing not to 
a mechanistic operation of physical laws but to an intuitive and moral 
sensibility. These poems include John Gilbert Cooper’s The Power of 
Harmony (1745), Henry Brooke’s Universal Beauty (1728-1736), and 
James Harris’ Concord (1751). Later, the creative power behind beauty 
and virtue was to be celebrated by John Ogilvie in Providence (1769) 
and by the American poet Philip Freneau in The Power of Fancy 
(1770). But none of these poets support and extend the ideas of Addison 
and Shaftesbury as much as Akenside does in one of the most successful 
poems of the 1740s. 


AKENSIDE: A COSMIC VISION 


Mark Akenside’s The Pleasures of Imagination serves as a poetic ap- 
pendix to Addison’s Spectator series and, through Addison, to Locke. 
But as Addison expanded on Locke and brought art and aesthetics to 
bear on Locke’s nugatory ideas of psychology, so Akenside adds to Ad- 
dison.'* The Pleasures of Imagination appeared in 1744, thirty-two 
years after Addison’s papers. During that time the idea of imagination 
was fanning out to include more and more; Akenside sees the imagina- 
tion not only as the power that compares nature with the artist’s imita- 
tion but specifically as the one creative and inventive force itself. He an- 
ticipates Alexander Gerard, Tetens, and Coleridge when he describes 
the blending of ideas by the imagination as it forms works of art. He also 
views the power of imagination as the hinge connecting experience and 
perception with moral judgment. Lastly, imagination serves religion, to 
the extent that if imagination is disordered, it becomes the primary 
source of evil. But when guided properly, it gives a sense of the cosmos 
as created by God and existing in harmony with man. 

Akenside grafts large artistic, philosophic, and religious concepts, 
which in themselves were not new, onto the imagination in such a way 
that they depend completely upon the imagination for their activity and 
conviction. He brings within one framework elements of artistic, moral, 
and religious thought that had developed over the previous eighty years. 
The influence of Milton—his cosmology as well as his style—and of the 
new Platonists and Shaftesbury merge with the concept of the Great 
Chain of Being. Akenside’s poem also reflects the sense of nature and 
universe—in vivid detail as well as in infinite distances and time—that 
appeared in Thomson’s Seasons (1726-1730), and it reflects earlier 
eighteenth-century moral and aesthetic thinkers, such as Hutcheson, 
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who were combining the intuitive, Platonic strain of Shaftesbury with 
the empirical one of Hobbes and Locke. 

With this moral and aesthetic outlook Akenside introduces the poem, 
saying that the imagination mediates between “bodily sense and the fac- 
ulties of moral perception.”!* In order words, he does not put imagina- 
tion forward as a moral power itself but maintains that it alone permits 
the exercise of moral judgment. Without imagination, morality would 
remain latent, too general and abstract for human effectiveness. As the 
imagination connects the moral sense to the sensuous world, it encour- 
ages an aesthetic appreciation of experience that combines with moral 
power, until what fits a pattern of moral judgment and can be verified 
through the senses also becomes beautiful and pleasing. So Akenside 
speaks of the “trinity” of the beautiful, good, and true, which actually is 
one, echoing Shaftesbury. Beauty is the seal and promise, holding the 
letter of the good within the envelope of truth: 

Thus was Beauty sent from heaven, 
The lovely ministress of Truth and Good 
In this dark world; for Truth and Good are one, 
And Beauty dwells in them and they in her, 
With like participation.'* 

The weakest spot in this lovely and ideal construction is that Aken- 
side never explains the origin of our “faculties of moral perception,” 
whether this power is derived from education, upbringing, and tradi- 
tion, is innate, or is both. Yet Shaftesbury had already dealt with this 
problem. He remarks on Locke’s Essay, “Innate is a word Mr. Locke 
poorly plays upon.” The point is not when ideas enter the mind, but 
“whether the constitution of man be such that, being adult and grown 
up, the ideas of order and administration of a God will not infallibly and 
necessarily spring up in him.” 

Akenside follows Addison’s notion that imagination provides delight 
by comparing imitations (art) with nature itself, but Akenside turns 
more to the ability of imagination to produce these imitations in the first 
place. In both God and man he refers to the “creating” and “the plastic 
powers” that “labor for action” and give form to intangible ideas.'” 
Imagination assumes a more active role, which recalls Locke’s “power” 
to form complex ideas from simple ones. But Akenside puts it on a 
grander scale. He means that imagination, “the plastic powers,” are re- 
sponsible for creation itself and for all that man creates as art. In art, the 
form that most fulfills this creative urge is poetry, “an unlimited repre- 
sentative” in service of the imagination. 

In the image of the abyss, borrowed from Milton and later used by 
Wordsworth and perhaps punningly by Coleridge in his “Abyssinian 
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maid,” Akenside finds the source of all that fascinates ‘““The Child of 
Fancy”; like Addison and Hobbes, he uses “fancy” interchangeably 
with “imagination”: 


with loveliest frenzy caught, 

From earth to heaven he rolls his daring eye, 
From heaven to earth. Anon ten thousand shapes 
Like spectres trooping to the wizard’s call, 
Flit swift before him. From the womb of earth 
... they come... 

... and the dark abyss 
Pours out her births unknown.'® 


Akenside, in borrowing from a speech of Shakespeare that was quoted 
repeatedly throughout the century, recognizes the importance of 
“frenzy” or passionate and emotional transport in the creative process. 
He sees in the imaginative process an instinctive drive toward the unity 
and inner harmony of the completed work of art, the blending and fus- 
ing of ideas until they form a whole. And this whole process is, by im- 
plication and analogy, similar to God’s “creating power,” which works 
continually in the universe.”? The poet or artist turns to the cosmic 
abyss, ‘and mortal man aspires/To tempt creative praise”: 


He marks the rising phantoms; now compares 
Their different forms; now blends them, now divides, 
Enlarges and extenuates by turns; 
Opposes, ranges in fantastic bands, 
And infinitely varies... 
... At length his plan 
Begins to open. Lucid order dawns; 
And, as from Chaos old the jarring seeds 
Of Nature, at the voice divine, repaired 
Each to its place ... 
... by swift degrees 
Thus disentangled, his entire design 
Emerges. Colors mingle, features join, 
And lines converge: the fainter parts retire; 
The fairer, eminent in light, advance; 
And every image on its neighbor smiles.”’ 


The final shaping of this design into something with color, shape, and 
sound Akenside calls ‘““Promethean art,” a motif that runs back through 
Shaftesbury to the Renaissance and is mentioned later by Reynolds in 
his seventh Discourse and revived by Carlyle in Sartor Resartus. Aken- 
side elaborates the Renaissance concept of man as a second maker and 
attributes this power specifically to the imagination.” 
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Some verbs that Akenside uses to describe the shaping power of 
imagination are the same or similar to those used later by Gerard, 
Tetens, and Coleridge when they list the activities of imagination. 
Gerard, author of An Essay on Genius (1774), read Akenside; Tetens 
borrowed from Gerard and cites him; Coleridge eagerly read Tetens, 
Akenside, and probably Gerard. We shall see one thread running 
through these writers, a connection ranging over seventy years. But for 
now we should note the particular verbs Akenside employs, for they 
reappear. The imagination “blends” and “divides”; the images and 
ideas, caught up and controlled by its power, “mingle,” “join,” and 
“converge.” The imagination “enlarges,” ‘“extenuates,” and ‘‘varies”’ its 
materials until a single new and unified image or work of art is pro- 
duced. 

Akenside predates by twenty to thirty years the descriptions of 
Gerard and Tetens concerning the imaginative process of combining 
ideas into a new and harmonized whole. The conclusion is inevitable 
that the beginning and the core of this way of outlining imaginative 
powers, culminating in Coleridge, starts with Akenside, who casts an 
eye back on Addison, Hobbes, and Locke for his own raw materials. 
Much of what Akenside says about the creative process, relatively 
briefly and in verse, will become expanded in prose criticism and psy- 
chology of the next three decades. 

The Pleasures of Imagination was so popular, so widely read by crit- 
ics and educated people interested in letters, ideas, and philosophy, that 
it challenged Thomson’s Seasons as the de rigueur poem for learned cir- 
cles, as well as being one of the foremost works discussed by more 
strictly “polite” groups, local book clubs, and philosophical societies. It 
is an indication of keen interest in the subject of imagination that such a 
long and didactic poem, one without plot, characters, or historical and 
national interest, and one completely lacking in the “‘romantic” or exotic 
appeal of a work like Ossian, should have been so widely read, quoted, 
and discussed. That Akenside’s notoriety waned after the 1770s is 
largely because he had effectively spread his message and interest: it had 
become thoroughly assimilated into thought and criticism, and his own 
work no longer retained its novel and singular quality. 

Aside from describing the moral nature of imagination and the shap- 
ing activity of “creating” and “plastic powers” (phrases that enter the 
century’s critical vocabulary), Akenside turns directly to the relation- 
ship between the artist, the second maker, and the original and on-going 
creation of the universe. 

The creative artist participates in the divine shaping of the cosmos, a 
joining of the world of spirit with the world of matter. This same hope 
that the poet’s imagination mediates between ethereal spirit and earthly 
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life appears in Keats, though in a somewhat different context. Akenside 
suggests what Shaftesbury implied and what Leibniz stated categori- 
cally—a pre-established harmony of mind and nature, spirit and matter. 
By use of, if not belief in, this harmony, the poet makes nature and man 
into one and binds them together through what Coleridge would call 
“humanizing nature.” Akenside phrases this sense of nature “human- 
ized” by the imagination: 

Some heavenly genius, whose unclouded thoughts 

Attain that secret harmony which blends 

The ethereal spirit with its mould of clay; 

Oh! teach me to reveal the grateful charm 

That searchless Nature o’er the sense of man 

Diffuses, to behold in lifeless things, 

The inexpressive semblance of himself, 

Of thought and passion.” 


The opening paragraph of Coleridge’s ““On Poesy or Art” expresses 
the same concept in similar language. “Art,” says Coleridge, is “the 
power of humanizing nature, of infusing the thoughts and passions of 
man into every thing which is the object of his contemplation.” The 
“power,” as Coleridge designates it, and the “grateful charm ... to be- 
hold,” as Akenside calls it, are the same in their ability to weave man 
and nature into one fabric and establish or reveal “that secret harmony” 
of spirit and matter. To call imagination a “power” or “‘charm” that se- 
cures a “secret harmony” is a way of referring to it with almost holy 
fervor and reverence, somewhat like the ending of Coleridge’s Kubla 
Khan. Akenside’s insistence on an inevitable bond between morality 
and the imagination was additionally attractive to Coleridge. 

In a modest way, then, and with a poetically conventional diction, 
Akenside presents the idea that imagination establishes and uncovers a 
harmony of being between man and nature as well as within the various 
parts of man’s own nature. The mind, by an imaginative and “harmoni- 
ous action of her powers,/Becomes herself harmonious.” In “outward 
things” the mind desires “to mediate” and bring closer “the sacred 
order” to its own “kindred order.” In a similar way, Coleridge calls art 
the mediatress between man and nature. Nature, for Akenside as for the 
Romantics, is a symbolic veil. Appealed to and seen imaginatively, it 
leads to the godhead itself, and through nature ‘‘we feel within ourselves 
His energy divine.”** 

In all this optimism, Akenside touches on an aspect of the imagination 
that would lie dormant for sixty years, until Coleridge and especially 
Schelling, pushing imagination to the limit as an explanation for the 
basic facts of the cosmos, take it up again. Johnson touches on it, but in a 
directly moral and more concrete fashion. According to this theme, the 
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unbalanced and disordered imagination is the source of moral evil. ““The 
origin of Vice,” explains Akenside, is “from false representations of the 
fancy, producing false opinions concerning good and evil.””’ 

There is a distinct lack of specificity to Akenside’s outline of the ac- 
tual mechanism of evil springing from the imagination, but he points to 
two causes. Instead of working with reason, imagination completely 
dominates the powers of belief. We soon believe whatever we imagine. 
The result is illusion and pretense. Second, given the natural make-up of 
man, a powerful and illusory imagination feeds and encourges the pas- 
sions of self-interest: “ambition,” “Revenge,” “Lust,” and “wishful 
Envy.” In Johnson’s moral essays, this false stoking of the passions by 
imagination becomes a central theme, as in Keats does the illusory qual- 
ity of imagination, especially in art. 

In fact, some lines from Akenside, although they lack Johnson’s taut 
energy and concrete examples or allusions, sound like The Rambler: 
“Hence the fevered heart/Pants with delirious hope for tinsel charms”; 
and Akenside, telling how fancy “sheds a baleful tincture o’er the 
eye/Of Reason, till no longer he discerns,/And only guides to err,” an- 
ticipates the line in The Vanity of Human Wishes, “How rarely reason 
guides the stubborn choice.” 

Akenside does not vie with Soame Jenyns in explaining a scheme of 
natural or cosmic evil. The evil of the imagination is human. It remains 
for thinkers like Schelling to attribute to God an imaginative and crea- 
tive power that can become distorted in a way analogous to man’s false 
imagination. Imagination’s bad tendencies, according to Akenside, are 
known and can be controlled, but its scope, creative power, and direct 
contact with the “secret harmony” of the universe are only beginning to 
be explored. This is the final impression left by Akenside and the one 
that propelled itself into popular thought, psychology, and criticism. 


THE HIGHEST IDEAL OF POETRY 


From 1710 to the 1750s, the imagination had risen in stature consider- 
ably. It acquired a moral, aesthetic, and even religious value that was al- 
most exclusively positive. To many it became the single most desirable 
quality in poetry. Pope died in 1744 and Swift a year later. As satire and 
didactic verse loosed their stranglehold, the ode and lyric regained much 
of the place they had enjoyed in the previous century. Even though 
emulation of the Pindaric ode was often poor, that form’s wild flights 
and sudden swellings of passion and “fire” soon made it a favorite. Not 
long after Akenside’s Pleasures of Imagination, William Collins and 
Joseph Warton proclaim imagination as the central poetic attribute. 
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In 1746 Warton prefaces his Odes on Several Subjects with a short 
manifesto. He “is convinced that the fashion of moralizing in verse has 
been carried too far, and as he looks upon invention and imagination to 
be the chief faculties of a poet, so he will be happy if the following odes 
may be looked upon as an attempt to bring poetry into its right chan- 
nel.” 

In the first ode in Warton’s book, “To Fancy,” fancy appears in the 
allegorical guise of a “Nymph, with loosely-flowing hair,/With bus- 
kin’d leg, and bosom bare.” Although the poem is transparent in its 
technique and even sounds artificial, it is a clear and open plea for a new 
approach to poetry based on the imagination. (Warton does not distin- 
guish fancy from imagination.) The creative power, he says, is the most 
important and mysterious gift of a true poet. Fancy waves “An all-com- 
manding magic wand” and carries us, as does imagination in the chorus 
to Henry V, on “rapid wings” over the barriers of time and space. Fancy 
begets enthusiasm, “vital aid,” “energy divine,” and “unexhausted fire.” 
Poets following her go “Beyond cold critic’s studied laws” and over- 
whelm our souls with feelings and sentiments. Invoking Spenser and 
calling Fancy to “come/From thy lamented Shakespear’s tomb,” War- 
ton tries to create a new kind of poetry by restating and redefining the 
ideal power of poetic invention and emotion, which he believes was 
disregarded by poets immediately preceding him. Not surprising for the 
author of The Enthusiast: or, The Lover of Nature (1744), he beckons 
the hopeful spirit of poetic imagination to venture closer to nature, 
“Where never human art appear’d ... Where Nature seems to sit alone.” 
Imagination casts a primitive aura, and the maid of Fancy sports “brows 
with Indian feathers crown’d.” 

Warton is perhaps a less gifted poet than Addison, whose “artful” and 
“coldly correct” work he rejects in The Enthusiast in order to recapture 
Shakespeare’s “Warblings wild.” But the significance of ‘““To Fancy” is 
not in style, diction, imagery, or form. Warton’s poem is important not 
for its poetry but for its message. He announced that England needed a 
new poetry and that this poetry should be inspired by and based upon a 
faith and confidence in the creative imagination. 

William Blake, whose imagination combined the cosmic, political, re- 
ligious, personal, and poetic—and who championed the name and power 
of imagination—was one of the poets to answer Warton’s invocation. 
Born in 1757, Blake was writing verses in the early 1770s. But the van- 
guard of rising movement is often its extreme element, and Blake, in 
many ways the most brilliantly singular of the new poets of the imagina- 
tion in the latter half of the century, remained in comparative obscurity. 
Blake’s vision is unique and highly personal, but even in the 1740s and 
1750s it was not wholly unpredictable. He read extensively in philoso- 
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phy and poetry. The Bible, Milton, and Bunyan were among his favor- 
ites, but he also picked up the call to a new poetry from critics and poets 
like Warton, Collins, Thomas Warton, Sr., Isaac Watts, and Edward 
Young. And although Blake disliked Locke, seeing only one side of him, 
he was also a product, like the American and French Revolutions he 
supported, of the very toleration and spirit of free and individual in- 
quiry that Locke had eloquently preached. 

In the same year as Joseph Warton’s Odes, Collins’ Ode on the Poeti- 
cal Character appeared, later admired by Coleridge. In this poem, diffi- 
cult to interpret, “Fancy” is the highest poetic power and is regarded as 
an analog to the divine creation. The idea is like Akenside’s, but Collins 
writes in more vibrant and urgent language: 


Young Fancy thus, to me divinest name, 
To whom, prepar’d and bath’d in heav’n, 
The cest of amplest pow’r is giv’n, 
To few the godlike gift assigns, 
To gird their blest prophetic loins, 
And gaze her visions wild, and feel unmix’d her flame. 


The verses are not really visionary and prophetic, but that is the quality 
Collins desires. Recalling Milton, he laments the poor prospects for 
imaginative poetry in his own and the coming generation. Yet Collins, 
like Warton, is helping to establish the tenor and taste that will encour- 
age a new kind of poetry.” 

Ten years later, in 1756, Joseph Warton dedicates his Essay on Pope 
to Edward Young and makes his second important plea for the imagina- 
tion: “It is a creative and glowing imagination, and that alone that makes 
the poet.” Although Pope, and neoclassical verse as a whole, was rich in 
genius, Warton implies that the whole ambiance of Pope’s poetical 
world was less than ideal. However admirable, it fell short of Shake- 
speare and Milton. “The ‘man of rhymes’ may be easily found,” ex- 
plains Warton, “but the genuine poet, of a lively plastic imagination, the 
true maker or creator is... a prodigy.” Here, as in Akenside’s “‘plastic 
powers,” the word “plastic” is associated with the imagination. William 
Duff will use it often again to refer to imagination, but its most famous 
context is in “esemplastic,” where Coleridge uses it to approximate the 
German Einbildungskraft. 

The mid Enlightenment bestows new literary premium on the imagi- 
nation. Critics and poets are rapidly becoming confident that it alone 
permits the greatest poetry, of a kind found by skipping the high neo- 
classic mode and returning to Milton and the Elizabethans, to Chaucer, 
and to Homer. The ability to imitate and, more important, the gift of 
invention are incorporated into the new and rangy view of imagination. 
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It becomes more of a trusted power and, harkening back to Renaissance 
and classical inferences, a human reflex of God’s creative energy. The 
classical idea of the poet as a maker or feigner remains, but critics and 
poets increasingly insist upon imagination as the essence of poetry and 
the key to its magic and greatness. This is done, at times, almost to the 
exclusion of any other powers. Lord Monboddo in his Origin and 
Progress of Language (1773) sums up the opinion that was widespread 
when Coleridge was an infant: 


The imagination has... a creative power... is conversant with the fu- 
ture as well as the past and paints . . . scenes that never did exist, and it is 
likely never will; for it may be said to create even the materials of those 
scenes ... formed upon the model of objects that have been presented by 
the sense[s] and are, as it were, imitations of them... This is that great 
work of imagination, which is the foundation of all the fine arts, and 
stamps men truly poets, or makers.”’ 


THE INNER STRUCTURE OF LIFE: 
HUME AND JOHNSON 


7 ie exact contemporar ies, 


David Hume and Samuel Johnson are two of the most powerful and in- 
formed minds of the eighteenth century. In argument and reasoning 
their intellects move undaunted; opponents, like Soame Jenyns and 
James Macpherson, discover themselves often crushed by a force of 
thought as swift and unrelenting as the muscles of a python. The minds 
of both men are in close touch with concrete human experience. What is 
more, they are as agile in thought as they are trenchant. They touch the 
bedrock of human activity and behavior. 

For both Hume and Johnson, however diverse and even antipathetic 
they are in other ways, imagination becomes the central fact of experi- 
ence and life. They are empiricists in a broad sense—that is, they rely 
on external nature, on observation, and on the analysis of what is ac- 
tually felt and seen. Johnson dismissed Berkeley, whose empiricism had 
been carried so far that it had become subjective idealism and recog- 
nized only the existence of mind, by kicking a stone and claiming, “I re- 
fute him thus!” And Hume, although a self-proclaimed skeptic, admit- 
ted that he could support skepticism only so far, and that he would 
dodge a carriage in the street if it were bearing down on him. Yet John- 
son and Hume see something even more important than their funda- 
mental recognition of the external world, the way in which the mind 
reacts and orders experience according to its own desires, uncertainties, 
and fears. The drama of the mind and of its passions, as it confronts 
other people and the world, is directed, overwhelmingly, by the imagi- 
nation. 

For both men, the existence and active working of the imagination is 
perhaps the most important empirical fact and certainly an inescapable 
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one. The imagination is not matter, and it is not “received” by any of the 
senses, but it alone explains how we face change, connect the past, pres- 
ent, and future, and direct our actions. Without imagination the psyche 
could not swim and make its way in the sea of events surrounding it. It 
would only float, like a chip of wood, at the mercy of each passing wave 
and tide. The imagination is so imbedded in our natures that it, more 
than anything else, controls our lives. This recognition largely gives 
Hume his psychological acuity and Johnson his profound wisdom as a 
moralist. 

To each of them imagination is a capricious power, fundamentally 
getting man into more trouble and superstition than good. As Swift said, 
man is not rational, only an animal that can be described as capax ra- 
tionis, capable of reason. Hume and Johnson realize that the imagination 
is the one power that we can use to understand circumstances around us, 
and also the principal or only means we can use to respond, however 
misguidedly, to the world as it jars against and cracks the vessel of our 
feelings and hopes. 

Their comments on the imagination fall into two categories that are 
intrinsically connected: psychology and morality. But they never for- 
mulate a psychological system or invoke a rote series of moral rules. In a 
way, this is because the awesome role that the imagination plays in 
human life will not let them. In their recognition of this fact, and in their 
application of it to specific situations, lie a great deal of the power and 
truth of their thought. 


HUME AND THE ACTIVE UNDERCURRENT OF THE MIND 


Relying utterly on an empirical approach, Hume discounts the possi- 
bility of transcendental knowledge, but he also shies away from me- 
chanical explanations of the mind. To him, the metaphysical and the 
mechanical indicate respectively too little observation and too much 
hunger for certainty. While he rejects the ideal and transcendental, he is 
equally suspicious of empirical systems. 

In Hume’s view, the mind is a whole unit with few internal! barriers 
or bridges. Emotions mingle with ideas and change their intensity or 
force. A tide of passions, sometimes “calm” and sometimes “violent,” 
pounds the shore of reason. This tide both erodes and builds; it sculpts 
the entire coastline. Sense impressions, like constant winds, set up more 
motion in the area. The breakwater of the understanding partly calms 
and orders, but not completely. Real activity of the mind occurs at ex- 
actly that spot where the waves break and all elements converge, a 
slurry where reason mixes so thoroughly with passion that it is no 
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longer possible to distinguish the two. Now this slurry forms an under- 
current which mixes together all the effects of sense impressions, reason, 
understanding, and passion. This undercurrent flows incessantly and 
gives one common direction to all these combined activities of the mind. 
It is responsible for “the vivacity of our ideas” and diminishes or aug- 
ments their hold on the mind. It can either propel thought shoreward or 
create an undertow. This shifting, mixing force in the psyche is imagi- 
nation. It is the active undercurrent of the mind.’ 

Hume calls “impressions” those stimuli we receive directly from the 
outside world through our senses. “Ideas” are the mind’s later repro- 
duction of these impressions. These ideas may be identical to their origi- 
nal impression or they may not. If they are, then such ideas come simply 
and directly from memory. But in reproducing impressions as ideas, the 
imagination may transpose, wrench them out of sequence, divide, or 
even fuse them. The association of ideas obviously lends a hand in this 
process, but Hume discovers a richer and more complicated arrange- 
ment. The imagination interfuses and combines passions with ideas. 
Every thought has an emotional charge varying from slight to great. 
This is one of the central points in Hume’s “Dissertation on the Pas- 
sions” (1757). The imagination orchestrates the crescendo and har- 
mony of feeling and thought. It gives ideas direction, “uniting them in 
one action.”” We feel or think of something strongly or faintly, accord- 
ing to the force of imagination. In his Treatise of Human Nature Hume 
says simply that, ““The memory, senses, and understanding are therefore 
all of them founded on the imagination, or the vivacity of our ideas.”? 

But once passion is roused, it grips and controls the mind. Passions 
are “slower” to stir than the imagination, but when they are moved, 
their force is overpowering. Hence a “contradiction” seems to arise be- 
tween passion and imagination: passions lurk everywhere, and when 
awakened, they usurp all force. The vivacity of our ideas is then no 
longer governed by the imagination but by the greater momentum of 
passion. The key to resolving this “contradiction,” however, ultimately 
depends on imagination itself. Since passion is actuated by imagination 
in the first place, imagination can initially direct the passion. Thus, 
argues Hume, we may feel great affection for a man, but little for his 
servants or children. This is because passion cannot move easily from a 
large object to “lesser” ones. But if our imagination first connects, by 
“nearness” or “contiguity,” the servants and children with the man 
himself, then the sluice gate of our affection immediately opens in their 
direction, too.* 

Hume’s notions seem occasionally mechanical. He relies somewhat 
on Locke and cites the “rules” of association: contiguity, resemblance, 
and cause and effect. But Hume always insists on the complexity of the 
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mind; we separate our faculties and call them different names, but they 
all interconnect. For example, with regard to the passions, the mind is 
not like a clay tablet or 
like a wind instrument, which, in running over all the notes, immediately 
loses the sound when the breath ceases; but rather resembles a string-in- 
strument, where, after each stroke, the vibrations still retain some sound 


... Each stroke will not produce a clear and distinct note of passion, but 
the one passion will always be mixed . .. with the other. 


Imagination itself wavers back and forth between the strong passions of 
hope and fear. The psyche moves in perpetual motion and mingling. 
When contrasting passions mix, they do not cancel out each other. They 
alternate, and such alternation may heighten the impact of each passion. 
Following this reasoning in his Preface to Shakespeare, Johnson argues 
that tragic and comic scenes often reach their intense points when jux- 
taposed. Throughout the late eighteenth century, in both England and 
Germany, the “mingled” or “tragicomic” drama became increasingly 
popular, in part because it was seen to reflect more accurately the real 
state of human psychology.’ 

Under an internal pressure ready to erupt any time, the passions and 
imagination rise to the surface when heated by uncertainty. The imagi- 
nation is a completing power. It makes us open to suggestion, a value on 
which literary critics later in the century placed increasing emphasis: 

Nothing more powerfully excites any affection than to conceal some part 

of its object .. . which at the same time that it shows enough to prepossess 

us in favour of the object, leaves still some work for the imagination ... 


the effort, which the fancy makes to complete the idea, rouses the spirits, 
and gives an additional force to the passion. 


Lack of uniformity in the object—or even its total absence—can suggest 
and inflame passion. Hume believes absence magnifies strong passions 
and kills weak ones in the way that wind fans fire but blows out a match. 
The passion suggested may bring hope or fear, pleasure or grief. And, 
the “completing” inference does not have to be true.* When Joseph’s 
brothers show the bloody coat of many colors to their father, Jacob 
imagines that his favorite son has been torn apart by a beast. 

This last example introduces one of Hume’s central themes: the imag- 
ination is very easily deceptive. He is not just raking up the well-worn 
“dangers” of the imagination. His point is that the imagination can be 
grossly misleading because it is so pervasive and ever-present.’ The 
mind cannot escape its sway. The imagination has an inertia of its own, 
which busily seeks out new objects or conjures up groundless fears. It is 
always ready to seize power and establish an inner tyranny over reason. 
But we cannot disregard the imagination; all faculties, including reason, 
are crippled without it. 
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Hume concludes that the imagination is “a principle so inconstant 
and fallacious” that if we follow it we doom ourselves to false reason as 
often as not, but to ignore it sentences us to no reason at all. As W. C. 
Gore explains, imagination was “the only element left to Hume which 
could carry anything, it was the only element possessing the quality of 
continuity and capable of transcending the present moment. Hence it 
was loaded down with the great objective categories of causation and 
substance; and ... it broke down under the strain.’ 

Hume keeps the faculty of judgment outside the sphere of imagina- 
tion. Imagination may produce fictions or beliefs, but even beliefs are of 
a lower surety than “ideas of the judgment.” Yet in the end, because 
Hume gives for the dangers of the imagination the reason that it is all- 
pervading, the net effect is to stir more interest, not suspicion, in the 
power. 


The imagination acts so vividly, with such uninterrupted force, that 
in filling ideas with passion and feeling, it may actually reconvert those 
ideas back into immediate and lively impressions. The grip of these im- 
pressions on the mind can be as keen as sense impressions. This kind of 
activity is the source of psychosomatic disease, as Coleridge analyzed it. 
But such an activity can also create sympathies with other people or sit- 
uations. It fosters what Adam Smith was soon to call “fellow-feeling,” 
the basis of morality. Hume does not dwell on this aspect, but his notice 
of it was one starting point for the fascination with sympathy that later 
swept the century. “Sympathy,” he explains, is “the conversion of an 
idea into an impression by the force of imagination.” Hume briefly but 
clearly makes imagination the power behind sympathy.'° 

In “On Tragedy” (1757), Hume contends that “imitation is always 
of itself agreeable.” The action of a tragedy “makes the time pass easier 
... and is some relief to that oppression under which men commonly 
labor when left entirely to their own thoughts and meditations.” The 
imagination must be filled in some way. Imitation forces it to compare 
and to complete at least three things: the object imitated, the imitation or 
work of art itself, and the mind’s own reactions or self-reflection con- 
cerning the interplay of the first two. Without such an engagement the 
imagination is liable to become a cannibal and turn on itself. Johnson 
himself remarked that when he was in low spirits in the early 1760s, he 
would go to the theater “more than in former seasons,” not out of ad- 
miration for the plays, but “to escape from myself” —that is, to engage 
his restless imagination, to fix it, in expectation, on something external 
before it bruised the mind within. It was escapism, a safety valve. But 
the theater, like art in general, automatically encourages the imagination 
to compare the action of a play with the state of human nature as each of 
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us knows it individually. The potential of the imagination is released 
rather than left to fester, and art becomes a purgative for the human 
spirit." 

Finally, as the active undercurrent of the mind, imagination for Hume 
unifies the intention or design of any creative project, as in Hobbes, 
Akenside, Gerard, Duff, Tetens, Schelling, Kant, and Coleridge. This is 
especially apparent in genius. The events a writer relates, claims Hume, 
“must be connected together by some bond or tie: They must be related 
to each other in the imagination, and form a kind of unity, which may 
bring them under one plan or view.” This idea, found in Akenside and 
others, receives deeper practical and psychological treatment from 
Hume. The mind of genius is purged from all spurious and tentative 
wanderings of creative power. It collects and sorts images and ideas 
until they slip together like interlocking pieces of a puzzle and form one 
picture. Where this picture has the force of truth and is also most com- 
plete, the imagination is most enlivened. History and biography may be 
accurate in their facts and inferences, but poetry excites the mind more. 
The poet not only has the opportunity to order facts and events, but also 
invents them.'? He thus achieves a stronger and more continuous bond 
between the expectation he stirs up in the reader and the objects he cre- 
ates to fulfill that expectation. This psychological approach to the genius 
and effects of poetry was seized on by many who followed Hume, 
whether they agreed with his thought as a whole or not. Fellow Scots, 
such as Duff, Gerard, Kames, Smith, Stewart, and Alison, pursued and 
investigated Hume’s claim that imagination is at the core of both sym- 
pathy and the creative power of genius; while for Hazlitt and Coleridge, 
sympathy is an essential part of genius. 

Hume jolted the scene. He challenges the concept of thought as dis- 
tinct from emotion not merely because he reveals that thought calls on 
emotion and passion, but also because he shows the extent to which 
thought and feeling—under the sway of the imagination—are intrinsi- 
cally connected. Thought takes on the force not of something that hap- 
pens to the thinking part of the mind but of something that happens in 
the whole mind. The activity is internal and complex. This opened up a 
keener psychological approach. In 1751 Hume wrote Gilbert Elliot that 
even his own researches were “a perpetual struggle of a restless Imagina- 
tion against Inclination, perhaps against Reason.” British empiricism 
was becoming broader and less systematized. Hume had repercussive 
effects, too. Men like Alexander Gerard, who learned much from Hume, 
were read avidly by the German psychologist Tetens, who was to have a 
strong impact on Kant and Coleridge. For the imagination, as for so 
much else, Hume is a pivotal figure. 
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JOHNSON’S MORAL STANCE 


Johnson’s special importance for the subject is only beginning to be 
realized. He does not approach the imagination as a theoretical psychol- 
ogist nor as one seeking to unlock the secrets of artistic creativity or of a 
grand cosmology. His focus is directly on life, on how and why hope, 
fear, and desire tend to occupy so much of our time and energy in the 
pursuit or contemplation of imagined rewards, calamities, and happi- 
ness. Johnson is not dealing, at least not theoretically, with the creative 
side of imagination but with something just as vital: how the imagina- 
tion constructs so much of the shape and content of daily life and 
thought, which in themselves become the subject of art and literature. 

In Johnson’s literary criticism, when we find specific discussion and 
not what is implied or taken for granted, the imagination has a relatively 
minor role, largely because of the two genres in which his major criti- 
cism is written. The Preface to Shakespeare (1765) is in the traditional 
form of a general apologia, followed, as is fitting for the preface to an 
edition, by a discussion of editorial principles and practice. And the 
Lives of the Poets (1779-1781), commissioned by a group of publishers, 
were intended as short biographical introductions to fifty-two poets, 
though Johnson could not refrain from supplementing what was ex- 
pected with critical analysis. In neither of these forms of criticism would 
explicit discussion of the imagination have seemed relevant to him. But 
he thought well of the new psychological criticism beginning to explore 
the subject. He praised Burke’s Philosophical Inquiry into the Origins 
of the Sublime and Beautiful, and also Lord Kames’s Elements of Criti- 
cism, both of which base criticism and aesthetics on a broad psychologi- 
cal foundation. 

Touching the subject en passant in his critical writing, Johnson tends 
to use the word “imagination” in a somewhat conventional way, as 
would be expected from the writer of the Dictionary concerned to sta- 
bilize the meaning of words in the norm in which they had been used 
from about 1600 to 1750. Imagination is essentially, as he says in the 
Dictionary, “the power of forming ideal pictures; the power of repre- 
senting things absent.” By the word “imagination” the high Romantics 
meant a combination of abilities and functions of mind working at their 
highest pitch and turning creatively to the production of something 
new. For this idea Johnson prefers the term “genius”——‘“‘a mind of large 
general powers, accidentally determined to some particular direction,” 
“a mind active, ambitious, and adventurous, always investigating, al- 
ways aspiring,” and of which the “highest praise” is “original inven- 
tion.” Genius would be impossible without imagination, “the power of 
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representing things absent.” But this power becomes effective as genius 
when its vividness is supplemented by knowlege and judgment. “Imagi- 
nation,” claims Johnson in his Life of Butler, “is nothing without 
knowledge.” Yet he is not thinking of separate faculties and reacts 
against routine tendencies to compartmentalize the mind. “It is ridicu- 
lous to oppose judgment to imagination; for it does not appear that men 
have necessarily less of one as they have more of the other.”!? During 
the trip to the Hebrides, when William Robertson repeated the “cant” 
notion that “cone man had more judgment, another more imagination,” 
Johnson replied, “It is only, one man has more mind than another.”'* 


If we go beyond the literary criticism, we discover that no major au- 
thor before the Romantics is more concerned with the imagination or 
devotes to the subject a larger share of his work than Johnson in his 
writing on human nature. He especially probes the human imagination 
in the ten years trom The Vanity of Human Wishes (1749) through the 
essays in the Rambler, Adventurer, and Idler to Rasselas (1759). In this 
writing the major premise and ultimate lesson is the extent to which 
people, individually and collectively, are in almost every way “of imagi- 
nation all compact.” The question is what to do with this restless, hun- 
gry, creative, and unpredictable capacity of mind that is so radically 
built into human nature. Given Johnson’s moral stance, he dwells on the 
darker potentialities of imagination and on how we can try to avoid the 
illusion and self-deception that these potentialities involve. He recog- 
nizes the seductive power of the imagination and the extent to which 
“helpless man” is caught in its grip. 

Johnson’s treatment of the imagination has a panoramic scope because 
he saw clairvoyantly the interconnection of the imagination at every 
point with what might now be called the libido. Everything we mean by 
desire, wish, hope, or fear and despair is primarily the product of the 
imagination, except for elementary biological needs and instincts; and 
even these are constantly being permeated, magnified, or altered in their 
direction by the imagination. The imagination—as Coleridge said later, 
though in another context—is a “completing power.” It is forever leap- 
ing ahead—or particularly as one grows older, backward—to some end, 
image, or pattern, and in the process it fills out and extends the incom- 
plete experience and stray memories of passing moments. “The truth is 
that no mind,” reports the philosopher Imlac to Rasselas, ‘‘is much em- 
ployed upon the present: recollection and anticipation fill up almost all 
our moments.”* The thin line of the present is in constant motion, and 


* Throughout this and the following three paragraphs I am indebted to W_J. Bate, The 
Achievement of Samuel Johnson (1955), ch. 2 (“The Hunger of Imagination’’). 


The Inner Structure of Life 59 


the greater part of our ideas, or for that matter our feelings, arise from 
what is ‘‘before or behind us”— in short, from the imagination as it fills 
the “vacuity” and “insufficiency” of the fleeting moment. Imlac, the phi- 
losopher who has taken his pupils to see the Great Pyramid, implicitly 
contrasts two uses of this recourse “‘to the past and future for supple- 
mental satisfaction.” He defends the study of history as a sane, valuable 
way of satisfying the imaginative appetite, but he also points to the 
Great Pyramid as an example of this appetite when used in another way: 


It seems to have been erected only in compliance with that hunger of 
imagination which preys incessantly upon life ... Those who have al- 
ready all that they can enjoy, must enlarge their desires. He that has built 
for use, till use is supplied, must begin to build for vanity ... I consider 
this mighty structure as a monument of the insufficiency of human en- 
joyments.' 


At the same time, the imagination always extrapolates from context, 
sifts out and disregards elements from the confusing welter of experi- 
ence that would otherwise distract effort and blur focus, leaving us 
paralyzed in neutrality. As a result, we create for ourselves a simpler, 
more concentrated conception than reality can ever fulfill. Yet this con- 
centrated vision, in one respect, forms the basis of all dramatic art, 
which is a distillation of life. This thickening of events and passions is 
suggested by the German dichten, to make more dense, or to compose, 
especially poetry. 

But Johnson is particularly fond of exploring this aspect of imagina- 
tion as it applies to daily life. Often we dwell only on the expected de- 
lights of travel, recreation, or change of job, find the results disappoint- 
ing, but then proceed to do the same thing all over again. “The married 
praise the ease and freedom of a single state, and the single fly to mar- 
riage from the weariness of solitude.” The aspiring author dreams of 
happiness once his book is published, then finds that there are compli- 
cations he had not foreseen and that his happiness has increased far less 
than expected. So with ambitions of every kind, including the pursuit of 
riches, fame, and position. The actual experience when it arrives— 
mixed, complicated, embarrassed with qualifications and contrarieties— 
seldom matches the condensed simplicity of the extrapolative character 
of the imagination. “Yet, when the same state is again at a distance, 
imagination paints it as desirable.’”’'® 

This projective and extrapolative character of the imagination would 
be innocent except that it also leads to most of the evil in human life, evil 
inflicted by human beings on each other—as distinct from “natural 
evil,” such as sickness, accident, or natural catastrophe. The way to an 
imagined good or desire, such as money, power, or fame, is often dic- 
tated by the deliberate or even ruthless practice of envy, the desire to 
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“pull others down” and to relieve the sense “of our disparity by less- 
ening others, though we gain nothing to ourselves.” On a grand scale, 
wars for land and prestige—a word that, like ‘‘prestidigitation,” origi- 
nally meant illusion or something purely imagined—or conflicts of creed 
and opinion are the result of imagined outcomes or imagined ideals, very 
few of which satisfy in the end. 

The chapter in Rasselas entitled ‘““The Dangerous Prevalence of 
Imagination,” is perhaps Johnson’s most thorough and harsh exposure 
of the trap hidden in imagination: 


No man will be found in whose mind airy notions do not sometimes 
tyrannise, and force him to hope or fear beyond the limits of sober proba- 
bility. All power of fancy over reason is a degree of insanity . . . it is not 
pronounced madness but when it comes ungovernable, and apparently 
influences speech or action. 

By degrees the reign of fancy is confirmed; she grows first imperious, 
and in time despotic. Then fictions begin to operate as realities, false 
opinions fasten upon the mind, and life passes in dreams of rapture or of 
anguish. 


It is true that what Johnson says here is superficially matched by al- 
most every previous writer who has anything to say about the imagina- 
tion!” Johnson would have read, for example, the remark of Marcus 
Aurelius in his Meditations: “The thoughts and imaginations upon 
which you frequently dwell will fix the character of your intellect; for 
the soul takes its tint from the imagination” (Bk. V). But most earlier 
writers describe the working of the imagination merely in conceptual 
terms. Imagination, they say, projects one forward or backward, or into 
another’s condition or feelings, and completes a pattern from suggestion 
and isolated details; it sifts, selects, and recombines. By contrast, John- 
son puts imagination dramatically, with concrete vividness, practicality, 
and range. He writes from experience. Himself a man of strong, at times 
overwhelmingly turbulent imagination, he confronts it so constantly 
that he cannot minimize its effects. This gives his thinking about the 
subject a direct authenticity, a resonance and body lacking in more de- 
tached or theoretical writers. 

Johnson brings to its highest pitch the rationalist suspicion of the 
imagination, the feeling of many writers in the earlier part of the En- 
lightenment that there were “dangers of imagination” in contrast to its 
pleasures. After Johnson, this distrust of imagination slackens, although 
it reappears in Goethe and Keats. Perhaps one reason is that no one 
could state this distrust more powerfully and more convincingly than 
Johnson had already. Things yet to be said and topics of the imagination 
yet to be explored would have to assert the positive side of that power or 
else run the risk of repeating rather than creating. 
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Johnson probes the unconscious mind, too, with a brilliant, stubborn 
persistence unrivaled before Freud. He is aware that the door is always 
open between imagination and every impulse, instinct, and emotion, at 
every level from the rudimentary to the sophisticated. This leads to a 
less compartmentalized, more dynamic conception of the mind than is 
common among contemporaries writing in the 1750s. It also leads him to 
conceive of the simplifying, extrapolative activity of the imagination in a 
way consistent with what is now thought of as its archetypal character, 
something so rooted in the human psyche that it can be viewed as par- 
tially responsible for certain forms, structures, and kinds of characters 
that recur in all literatures. 

Dealing with another aspect of the unconscious and imagination, 
Johnson comes closer than any writer before Freud to understanding the 
psychology of repression.’® For Johnson, this means a blocking of the 
imagination’s search for fulfillment, forcing it to skulk away and then 
tunnel back through various forms of regression, transference, fixation, 
hypochondria, and hostility. He had “studied medicine diligently in all 
its branches,” wrote Hester Thrale, “but had given particular attention 
to the diseases of the imagination.”!” Moreover, the form of therapy to 
which he turns as the most effective treatment of the “diseases of the 
imagination” is essentially a “dynamic” one, in keeping with the dy- 
namic character of the imagination itself; his therapy is not a futile at- 
tempt to suppress imagination but is an effort to redirect it through ac- 
tivity, or at times counteractivity, such as exercise, habit, focus, or even 
distraction. This he discovered during his own mental breakdown be- 
tween the ages of twenty and twenty-five, and the lesson was reinforced 
by reading and attempting to apply George Cheyne’s study of melan- 
choly, The English Malady (1733), in which the same form of therapy 
is advocated, though in general terms. Finally, though Johnson con- 
ceives the omnipresence and power of the imagination as vividly as the 
high Romantics forty years later, he differs from them in being much 
less able to trust the imagination. He does not see it, by itself, as “‘con- 
structive” in a healthful and optimistic sense. True, it is indispensable in 
every good or creative act—intellectual, moral, or both. Idealism itself is 
the extrapolation of a desired pattern or form. Charity or compassion 
would not be possible without imagination: “All joy or sorrow for the 
happiness or'calamities of others is produced by an act of the imagina- 
tion . . . placing us, for a time, in the condition of him whose fortune we 
contemplate.”*° This sympathy is taken for granted, but it will not hap- 
pen automatically. The theme of Johnson’s poem The Vanity of Human 
Wishes and of most of his moral essays is the necessary and constant 
cleansing and rectifying of the “hunger of imagination” through reason, 
religion, and the stability of fact. Imagination needs the katharsis of 
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Greek drama, a moment to recognize and to accept things that cannot be 
changed, no matter what personal consequences they may have. 

Johnson’s view may seem too dark and not a healthful corrective for 
romantic optimism. But at least it supplements the high romantic view 
and highlights one side of the imagination on which they did not dwell. 
Even Coleridge, long before he expressed an immense confidence in the 
imagination, which he held until his late forties, wrote a poem in which 
he briefly admits much of what Johnson said. In the seventh stanza of 
his Dejection: An Ode (1802), despair and horror result when the imag- 
ination turns in revenge on the self and plucks apart rather than con- 
structs the hope of inner harmony. Being capable of creating that har- 
mony, the imagination brings more devastation than any other faculty 
when it turns on the self and, instead of connecting everything with 
trust and confidence, tears the mind apart with doubt, apprehension, re- 
morse, and paralysis. Allowing for obvious differences in style, that cru- 
cial stanza, expressing what Coleridge was fighting so hard in himself, 
could have been written by Johnson. 


PART TWO 


eA Broader Stage 


NEW AESTHETICS AND CRITICISM: 
THE ASSOCIATIONISTS AND 
THE SCOTS 


Teo ccsoie form a broad 


school of thought whose psychological discoveries were to affect pro- 
foundly aesthetics, criticism, and the interest in genius and creativity 
from Hobbes through J. S. Mill and the mid nineteenth century. Our 
interest in them falls roughly from 1750 to 1820. The “association of 
ideas” basically means that the mind groups together habitually, almost 
instantaneously, ideas or images according to certain patterns or, as they 
became known, “laws of association.” These laws include the possibility 
that two or more ideas may be experienced coincidentally in one place 
or at one time in the past, and so they recur together (“contiguity”); or 
one idea may be the “cause or effect” of another, such as dawn and the 
lark’s song it awakens (Romeo and Juliet, III, v). Finally, images may 
“resemble” each other, in the way that a winding road appears from a 
hilltop to be a carelessly tossed ribbon. 

Soon the process of association becomes very complex. Not only does 
each mind store a unique and huge volume of images, but it also con- 
nects its own passions, feelings, and habits with these images. There are 
so many ideas, images, and feelings that they cross and fuse in innumer- 
able ways. Carried to its logical conclusion, the association of ideas rep- 
resents a lively, essential, and unresting proclivity of mind. 


Aristotle briefly mentions that the mind connects memories in certain 


patterns, and others reiterated and embellished his observations during 
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.’ But British empirical psychol- 
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ogy makes the association of ideas central to an understanding of experi- 
ence. By pursuing theories of perception, the coalescence of ideas, pas- 
sion, memory, sense experience, and the internal or transforming power 
of mind, associationist thinkers provide an indispensable development to 
the concept of imagination. They apply association to the whole self and 
attempt to explain all facets of the psyche.” 

Hobbes, using the words “succession,” “coherence,” “sequence,” 
“consequence,” and “series,” discusses the formation of a train of imagi- 
nations or thoughts as a notable characteristic of the intellect. The actual 
phrase “association of ideas” does not appear until the fourth edition of 
Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding in 1700. He assumes 
that ideas either are simple and fuse or compound themselves into com- 
plex ones, or, once complex, decompose into smaller units. Less sensa- 
tionalistic and physically oriented in his explanations than Hobbes, 
Locke uses the “association of ideas” to account only for accidental dif- 
ferences of mind between individuals. It is not intended as a basic prin- 
ciple of psychology, nor does it explain—as reason does—the natural 
connection of ideas. 

An instance of Locke’s association of ideas occurs early in Tristram 
Shandy (I, Ch. 4), where Tristram’s father, whenever he wound the 
clock in the hallway before retiring (always “on the first Sunday-night 
of every month throughout the whole year”), would connect this activ- 
ity with “some other little family concernments,” one of which pro- 
duced Tristram. Thus, says Tristram, “from an unhappy association of 
ideas, which have no connection in nature ... my poor mother could 
never hear the said clock wound up,—but the thoughts of some other 
things unavoidably popped into her head—and vice versé:—which 
strange combination of ideas, the sagacious Locke ... affirms to have 
produced more wry actions than all . . . prejudice whatsoever.”? 

Berkeley divides mental activity into “sense ideas” and ideas formed 
by the imagination, which are weaker. All ideas are interconnected by 
the power of “suggestion.” With Berkeley association becomes a funda- 
mental element in empirical psychology. In the 1730s and 1740s John 
Gay, cousin of the poet, emphasizes the way in which ideas coalesce or 
mix in groups and applies his theory to a utilitarian ethic.* Returning in 
part to Hobbes, Hume carefully redefines the principles of association. 
Ideas are connected by either resemblance, contiguity in time and space, 
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* See John Gay’s “Dissertation on the Fundamental Principle of virtue,” an introduc- 
tory essay to Edmund Law’s translation of Archbishop William King’s Origin of Evil; a 
1747 work, ‘“‘An Enquiry into the Origins of the Human Appetites and Affections, 
Showing How Each Arises from Association,” if not by Gay himself, shows his influence. 
See Howard C. Warren, A History of the Association Psychology (1921). 
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or cause and effect. Hume distinguishes “impressions” from ‘‘ideas.” 
Impressions imply an admixture of feeling, sensation, passion, and emo- 
tion, and may exert greater impact or “intensity” than ideas. Association 
is, from then on, thrown open to emotions and feelings as well as to 
images and ideas. 

David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1749) expresses the first 
thoroughgoing theory of association. His system, a combination of psy- 
chology and physiology (neurology), makes association the power or 
agent of absolutely all human activity. There is not one involuntary or 
voluntary idea, motive, or personal feeling (“idea of sensation”) that 
does not stem either from direct sense experience exciting the nerves 
and our “white medullary substance,” or from a coalescence and mix- 
ture of nervous vibrations caused by numerous other ideas. Complete 
and unified, his synthesis would appeal over forty years later to Cole- 
ridge when he was studying at Cambridge. Hartley combines the intel- 
lectual and emotional aspects of psychology with “scientific” reasoning, 
ethical principles, and religious belief. Not one vibrating chord of 
human experience escapes his explanation. But he was dogmatic. Har- 
mony and comprehensiveness of outlook are achieved only because he 
tunes every string to the same key of association. 


Before we explore the major associationist contributions to the idea of 
imagination, we might briskly survey the remaining important men in- 
volved, concluding with Thomas Brown who died in 1820. Almost as 
important in the history of associationism as Hartley, partly because his 
fame in other areas helped to popularize his work, is Joseph Priestley. 
Best remembered for his discovery of oxygen, Priestley was a Unitarian 
minister, a moralist, and a critic of considerable talent, as he reveals in 
his Lectures on Oratory and Criticism (1777). He was a committed lib- 
eral in politics and championed the American cause. Later, in 1794, he 
emigrated to the United States, following his three sons who had gone 
the year before. He settled in Northumberland, Pennsylvania, and died 
in 1804. Having mastered Hartley’s doctrine of association, Priestley 
sensibly concluded that Hartley’s Observations on Man had not won 
the popular attention it deserved because it was too long and included 
the needless impedimenta of Hartley’s physiological conjectures. 
Priestley abridged the work into a manageable and coherent volume, 
Hartley’s Theory of the Mind (1775), in which he plays down Hartley’s 
neurological speculations and follows Hume in emphasizing the emo- 
tional side of associationism. 

Alexander Gerard and William Duff both use association to explain 
the powers of genius in the arts and sciences. These two writers com- 


68 A BROADER STAGE 


bine elements of association with the more intuitional approach favored 
by the Scottish School. Thomas Reid, who held positions at Aberdeen 
and later succeeded Adam Smith in the chair of moral philosophy at 
Glasgow, had become interested in philosophy after reading Hume. He 
opposes Hume’s skepticism and position that we do not perceive any 
real and necessary connection between distinct experiences, and instead 
he emphasizes the spontaneous and habitual power of the mind to make 
immediate judgments. Dugald Stewart expands Hume’s principles of 
association to include “contrariety.” 

Abraham Tucker, influenced by Locke and Hartley, carries Hartley’s 
concept of the coalescence of ideas to the point where constituent ideas 
in a “compound” are not obscured by the presence of others but are ac- 
tually transformed into new ideas when they fuse together. The Light of 
Nature Pursued (1768-1778), though primarily an ethical work, ven- 
tures into an organic and fluid associationism. In the 1790s Archibald 
Alison would expand Tucker’s observation that qualities in art and na- 
ture such as beauty and sublimity are really states of mind produced al- 
most entirely by association. In Zodnomia (1794-1796) Erasmus Dar- 
win, grandfather of Charles, attributes sympathy, creativity, and the 
fusion of sense impressions (synaesthesia) to ideas in a ‘‘state of combi- 
nation.” Related ideas are connected so that each one triggers the others. 
This fabric of ideas he relates to muscular motion and physiological de- 
velopment. 

Thomas Brown, the brilliant student and colleague of Dugald Stewart 
at the University of Edinburgh, wrote a critique of Zoénomia in 
1798, when he was only twenty years old. His later Lectures on the 
Philosophy of the Human Mind bridges the gap between Scottish 
intuitionalism and English associationism. Like Berkeley, Brown 
uses “suggestion” to describe a train of ideas. The Lectures, 
published several months posthumously in 1820, propose a ‘“‘spon- 
taneous chemistry of mind” responsible for all mental activity, a concept 
later developed by J.S. Mill. Brown explains ‘voluntary reminiscence” 
and the “constructive imagination” in terms of association. Also a 
poet, he brought to his work a practical and sensitive understanding of 
the arts. 

Associationism in the eighteenth century thus expands from a limited 
and mechanistic aspect of the intellect to an organic, encompassing psy- 
chological principle informing aesthetics, criticism, and ethics. The 
progress of associationism can be seen as the drama of empiricists seek- 
ing to widen their horizons, to include more of the complexities of expe- 
rience, yet always to explain these complexities and nuances by as sim- 
ple and empirical a principle as possible. 
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A NEW CRITICISM 


The associationists, with their pervasive influence on the developing 
concept of the imagination, also reflect the appreciation and criticism of 
the arts from a psychological point of view, as in James Beattie’s Essays 
on Poetry and Music, as They Affect the Mind, written in 1762 but 
published sixteen years later. These aestheticians and critics for the first 
time discuss literature and artistic values as they relate directly to intri- 
cate psychological processes in both the artist and the audience. They 
follow Addison’s lead but go considerably beyond him. One major tool 
in their critical examination is the association of ideas, and the deeper 
the psychological criticisms and studies proceed as a whole, the more 
the imagination evolves as their central point of focus. 

A number of Shaftesbury’s followers, most of them Scots, like 
Francis Hutcheson, had combined an intuitional strain with the empir- 
icism represented generally by Locke. They emphasized two issues, the 
sense of beauty and the moral sense. We see this reflected in a discussion 
appearing in Robert Dodsley’s The Preceptor (1748), which links 
“moral images” and “natural beauty” through the connecting power of 
imagination.* Dodsley—publisher for Akenside, Young, Gray, Burke, 
and Johnson—designed The Preceptor as a popular course in self-edu- 
cation. The points concerning morality and aesthetics as derived from 
the imagination show how familiar and essential this topic was now con- 
sidered. By the middle of the century many thinkers were exploring 
how the mind joins ideas and seems to intuit from its “coalition of imag- 
ery” both moral and aesthetic values. These writers, who may generally 
be classed as the “‘Scottish Common Sense School,” were trying to elab- 
orate not only Shaftesbury but also the nature of that “power” Locke 
held responsible for the formation of complex ideas. They saw an ex- 
tension of this power and asked how complex ideas themselves are asso- 
ciated into even larger conceptions and values. Imagination, and with it 
the association of ideas, became their immediate interest. 

George Turnbull’s Principles of Moral Philosophy, appearing in 1740, 
four years before Akenside’s long poem and almost a decade in advance 
of Hartley’s major work, discusses three essential points. First, Turn- 
bull credits the law of association with our familiarity and ease of move- 
ment in nature. We find directions to our homes, learn to like certain 
foods, allude to books, wear specific colors and shapes of clothing, and 
even read language all by associating ideas with each other in a multiple 
way that amasses and integrates habits and various methods of action: 


It is plainly in consequence of this law [association], that we so quickly 
learn the connexion established by nature between the ideas of different 
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senses, those of the sight and touch, for instance; so that we are very soon 
able, even in our infant state, to judge of such ... connexions with great 
facility, ease, and quickness ... Those connexions and appearances, by 
which we judge immediately of magnitudes, distances, forms, and other 
qualities, may be called the language of nature ... And it is by means of 
the law of association, that appearances, found by repeated experience to 
be connected with effects, do recall those effects . . . so soon as they recur, 
or are re-perceived. It is, indeed, in consequence of the law of association, 
that we learn any of the connexions of nature.’ 


Second, Turnbull argues that although by association and reasoning 
“truths may be rendered evident and certain to the understanding ... 
yet they cannot reach our heart, or bestir our passionate part, but by 
means of the imagination.” In other words, the imagination draws feel- 
ings into our acquaintance with “the connexions of nature.” The result 
is that, as Gloucester said, we see nature feelingly. 

Finally, Turnbull leaps to an important consideration of literature 
and genius. He describes the act of invention strictly in terms of the as- 
sociation of ideas and their imaginative ordering. He anticipates Duff 
and Gerard in outlining the creative process and suggests that this very 
process, and not reason, is the most truthful way to view nature and its 
relation to the self: 


Invention is nothing else but the habit acquired by practices of assem- 
bling ideas or truths, with facility and readiness, in various positions and 
arrangements, in order to have new views of them. For no truths can be 
placed in any position or order with respect to one another, but some... 
relation or quality of these ideas, must appear to the mind. And discovery 
of a new or unknown relation can be nothing else but the result of placing 
truths, objects, or ideas, in some new or unobserved position ... Every 
different juxtaposition of ideas will give us a new view of them, that is, 
discover some unknown truth.° 


Edmund Burke’s earliest important work, published in 1757 and 
written largely while he was a student at Trinity College, Dublin, is the 
famous Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sub- 
lime and Beautiful.’ Although not oriented strictly to the association of 
ideas, the Enquiry is perhaps the most fertile and suggestive of all psy- 
chologically based criticism and aesthetics in the mid Enlightenment. Its 
popularity sent it through over half a dozen editions in the first sixteen 
years. Lessing translated Burke into German, and the Enquiry stimu- 
lated the interest of Moses Mendelssohn and of German aesthetics gen- 
erally in the second half of the century. While the content of the book is 
not concentrated and fails to express any comprehensive stance, under- 
standable for such a youthful work, Burke ventures with brilliance. Two 
years before Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), Burke 
investigates the nature and importance of sympathy. He also develops 


New Aesthetics and Criticism 71 


ideas of suggestiveness and “obscurity,” which become important to lit- 
erature and the arts as the century progresses. 

Starting with the assumption that nature merely reaches us through 
the senses, Burke bases the fuller, dynamic relationship between mind 
and nature on the imagination. Passages can be used to put his position 
in a simplistic and purely empirical light; he explains that “the imagina- 
tion is only the representation of the senses”; elsewhere he says that 
qualities in nature are ‘acting mechanically upon the human mind by 
the intervention of the senses.” But Burke works away from these no- 
tions. The imagination connects our inner passions and our capacity for 
feeling and action with what we experience directly. It has a power to 
reorder experience and to cast nature in a new mould: 


The mind of man possesses a sort of creative power of its own; either in 
representing at pleasure the images of things in the order and manner in 
which they are received by the senses, or in combining those images in a 
new manner, and according to a different order. This power is called 
Imagination; and to this belongs whatever is called wit, fancy, invention, 
and the like.* 


As Burke became famous in politics, his reputation gave a boost to the 
Enquiry. Its general premise about imagination is even repeated in dis- 
cussion groups like the Literary and Philosophical Society of Manches- 
ter. On February 12, 1783, Thomas Barnes read a paper to that society 
entitled “On the INFLUENCE of the IMAGINATION, and the PASSIONS, 
upon the UNDERSTANDING.” Barnes reiterates the general attitude pop- 
ularized by Burke: “All the pleasures of Taste depend absolutely upon a 
vigorous and cultivated imagination. Even in the actual contemplation 
of the scenes of nature, imagination is as necessary to refined pleasure, 
as the eye. Perhaps we might ... call it, the eye of the mind.” 

Concerning the passions, which we feel internally as distinct from 
what we receive from the senses, Burke says that “the imagination ... 
principally raises them” and then mixes them with the impressions of 
nature. Burke even remarks that there is ‘“‘a chain in all our sensations; 
they are all but different sorts of feelings.” The imagination mediates 
between and joins the inner self with the external world. It is the basis 
for forming our conceptions of what is beautiful and sublime—of what- 
ever in nature is identified with an aesthetic quality. It is the basis of 
taste. Furthermore, aesthetic judgment reflects not only the “natural 
properties of things” as we experience them directly, but also our associ- 
ations: “It must be allowed that many things affect us after a certain 
manner, not by any natural powers ... but by association.” © 

It is a tribute to the intellectual vivacity of Edinburgh in the 1750s 
and 1760s that Lord Kames’s Elements of Criticism (1762) remains as 
fresh as it is. Already sixty-six when the book appeared, Kames could 
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have slipped into a mechanical, rule-studded handbook, a stable ap- 
proach reminiscent of the century’s early years. But the same circle of 
thought and the same atmosphere that, after Hume, went on to produce 
Gerard, Duff, and Smith also informs Kames’s work. 

His Elements typifies the psychological approach to criticism pio- 
neered by the Scots. (Hume’s essay “On Tragedy” is another example.) 
Kames intends his work “to draw the rules of criticism from human na- 
ture, their true source.”'' This principle or bias means that critical and 
aesthetic values like beauty, sublimity, and novelty are defined more 
along lines of the mind’s reaction and assimilation of external objects 
and works of art than in terms of intrinsic qualities in the objects them- 
selves. His chapter titles indicate this procedure, such as “Perceptions 
and Ideas in a Train,” “Emotions and Passions,” and on a “Standard of 
Taste,” which he bases in part on some traits of human nature that are 
universal. 

In his first chapter Kames defines the work of art “that is conformable 
to the moral course of our ideas” by likening it to “an organic system, its 
parts ... mutually connected.” This “organic system,” a forerunner of 
the general Romantic ideal of organic unity found in Hazlitt, Coleridge, 
and so much German thought, is attained, Kames believes, by “culture 
and discipline” operating on ‘“‘a bold and fertile imagination.” Practice 
and effort encourage the artist to judge the relative importance and order 
of the associations he experiences between ideas and to create from them 
art with a new sense of unity. 

Kames extends the method of Burke’s Sublime and Beautiful, inves- 
tigating more keenly the interplay of emotion, thought, and imagina- 
tion—the mind’s internal processes—and their bearing on or actual! de- 
termination of values in perception and taste. Although Kames’s 
concept of the imagination is fairly common for that time, he helps to 
establish the difference between internal and external, subjective and 
objective. Other thinkers and critics soon develop the idea that the imag- 
ination, and with it art, mediates between and unifies these “opposites,” 
even as it mediates between faculties within the mind itself. 

Kames tries hard to be exact and stimulating in his approach, yet the 
work as a whole is diffuse. Perhaps sitting on the bench as a judge for a 
number of years squelched the growth of literary flair. His most sug- 
gestive remark on imagination itself is that it exerts “ideal presence.””” 
This presence may be vivid or weak. The important point is that it does 
not rely on the actual presence of objects but reproduces images in the 
mind. These images arouse emotions and thoughts usually excited by a 
“real presence” in the senses. But Kames, unlike Hume, never explores 
this process. He lacks an active or productive sense of the mind and its 
emotions. Every psychological characteristic is predominantly passive, 
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as if it were always reacting but not generating or originating. Kames 
hardly mentions genius or any power capable of forming images from 
the associated ones that the mind stores and recalls. These more creative 
aspects of imagination attracted Duff, Gerard, Priestley, and later 
Stewart. But Kames is on the same stairway that they ascend. He has 
not turned back or followed a dead end, but provides a capacious land- 
ing place. Like Burke and many of the associationists, Kames had influ- 
ence in Germany, especially on Mendelssohn, Herder, Lessing, and, 
through Lessing, on Kant and Schiller. 


EXTENSIONS AND REFINEMENTS 


Hartley’s all-encompassing system attracted Joseph Priestley. In in- 
troductory essays to his own abridgment of Hartley’s Observations on 
Man, entitled Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind (1775), and in his 
Lectures on Oratory and Criticism, written in 1762 but published in 
1777, Priestley catches specific points of associationism and ramifies 
them. He does not use the analytical format of propositions and scholia 
favored by Hartley, who was imitating Newton, but what he drops in 
apparatus, he gains in clarity and reasonableness.'? Where Hartley 
viewed imagination as a particular kind of association, Priestley comes 
close to implying that it has the power of association. Imagination as- 
sumes a broader and more active role in “the internal agitation” of the 
mind. “Joint impressions” and complex sensations or ideas, giving 
either pleasure or pain, all become involved with the imagination. Any 
activity of imagination is “more or less compounded of almost all the 
other intellectual pleasures and pains too.””* 

Following Hartley and Hume, Priestley remarks on the “‘fluction of 
mind” caused by passions, which participate in the association of ideas 
and are mixed or magnified by that process. He presents a concept of 
mind in which the ebb, flow, and coalescence of interacting passions and 
ideas form a complex whole, an “abridgment” of experience, which may 
appear in the imagination.'’ In Oratory and Criticism this concept in- 
forms particular insights about literature and psychology. A vivid or 
strong passion, whether or not it is “present and real,” affects the imagi- 
nation. Art and literature may affect us as strongly as our own actual ex- 
perience. The “particular terms” and concrete language of literature 
give passions and characters greater impact. An obscure hint or a sug- 
gestive use of words “sets imagination strongly and effectually at 
work.”’* Implying the existence of a passion, or using a single word to 
represent it, often inflames feeling more than a direct description or 
statement. Properly guided, the reader quickly imagines a whole design 
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and senses its total impact.'’ All effects “crowd upon his mind in one 
complex sensation, and affect him with all their powers united.” Ab- 
stractions and general terms, such as are found in advanced societies, 
often inhibit the concrete and suggestive power of words that flourished 
in earlier ages. The power of metaphor, common in early or folk writers, 
encourages the associative power to achieve a “unity of the whole” in 
artistic expression. Taking a theme later discussed by Coleridge, Priest- 
ley contends that poetry can give more pleasure than prose. Verse com- 
bines more elements of composition which, when related well to each 
other, exemplify his observation that “the greater the design, and the 
more difficult we imagine the execution of it to be, the greater pleasure 
we receive.” Throughout his criticism Priestley implies an aesthetic 
principle in the imagination by using the familiar phrase, “pleasures of 
the imagination.” He does not elaborate a theory of beauty or investi- 
gate the relationship of aesthetics to judgment, but he allies imagination 
closely with a sense of the agreeable.'*® 

In fiction or fantasy, “only one single effort of the imagination” is 
needed to give ‘‘assent” to a whole series of improbable characters and 
events.’° “Assent,” the equivalent of Coleridge’s “willing suspension of 
disbelief,” was also used by Hartley and Addison. That single imagina- 
tive effort, according to Priestley, affords the pleasure found in reading 
“the history of such beings and powers as far exceed every thing 
human.” Furthermore, what we find enjoyable to believe, we are more 
inclined to believe in reality. Genies, fairies, heathen gods and god- 
desses, knights-errant and necromancers easily stir the young mind, 
while in older persons, imagination is more regulated. Priestley here 
fuses several concepts. Imagination usually matures with the individual, 
but a single instance of its exertion may at any time arouse enjoyment 
from a whole train of associations, no matter how improbable, provided 
they are consistent with each other. He does not mention the force of 
imagination in fiction or fantasy as a “danger” or “folly,” a label that 
leaped to the minds of many in the previous generation.”” Johnson noted 
time and again the too powerful influence that romances and fantastic 
stories had over his own imagination, and his experience reveals another, 
more troubling interpretation of imaginative “assent.” 

The natural conformation of our feelings to those of another with 
whom we identify, also excites imaginative pleasure. Priestley stresses 
how quick this reaction is. Vivid associations immediately excite the 
mind. Many “feelings are instantaneous and constant, and to appearance 
simple, yet they are ... the offspring of association ... by a thousand 
sensations and ideas, which it is impossible to separate and analyze.””! 
In witnessing comparatively large and grand objects, or in feeling rare 
and strong “sentiments and passions,” the imagination exercises consid- 
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erable effort. We become conscious of “the strength and extent of our 
own powers.” This effect, a mixture of the intellectual and emotional, is 
the sublime. Priestley fixes the strength of the sublime in art or experi- 
ence in direct proportion to its accompanying degree of imagination, a 
subject later treated by Archibald Alison.” 


ASSOCIATIONISM AND THE CREATIVE PROCESS 


Psychologists and thinkers were now, by the 1770s, recognizing the 
association of ideas as an extensive activity involved in the creative pro- 
cess. Like Kames and Priestley, they turned this discovery to critical use 
and attempted to show how an author’s understanding of the association 
of ideas in others, or how his own associations, appear in his work. 
Gerard in his An Essay on Genius (1774) elaborates on a passage from 
The Tempest (Il, i). Alonso, King of Naples, voyages with his son to 
celebrate his daughter’s marriage at Tunis. On returning, their ship is 
wrecked in a storm, and the son is believed drowned. The king’s com- 
pany try to assauge his grief by recalling his daughter’s marriage, but he 
explodes: 


You cram these words into mine ears against 
The stomach of my sense. Would I had never 
Married my daughter there! for coming thence 
My son is lost, and, in my rate, she too, 

Who is so far from Italy remov’d, 

I ne’er again shall see her: O thou mine heir 
Of Naples and Milan, what strange fish 

Hath made his meal on thee? 


Gerard explains these lines by the principle of association. The marriage 
suggests the voyage; Alonso associates the voyage with his son’s death; 
in turn, this compels him to realize the distance he is removed from his 
daughter, a distance so great as to be a second kind of death. Entangled 
in sorrow, Alonso can then only revert to its original cause, his son’s 
death, “to view it in every light, to conceive many circumstances relat- 
ing to him, his being his heir, his being entitled to large dominions.””’ 

Gerard also points out how a strong passion like grief channels associ- 
ation and selects only those images and thoughts that are amenable to or 
reinforce the passion. Strong feeling has the creative force of a design. In 
this and many other ways, the critical use of associationism was becom- 
ing widespread. As late as the 1790s it is a common explanation of po- 
etry, especially of dramatic speeches that bare the inner thoughts of a 
character. Richard and Maria Edgeworth in Practical Education (1798) 
remark: 
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Homer, in the speech of Achilles to Agamemnon’s mediating ambassa- 
dors, has drawn a strong and natural picture of the progress of anger ... 
Whenever association suggests to the mind of Achilles the injury he has 
received, he loses his reason, and the orator works himself up from argu- 
ment to declamation, and from declamation to desperate resolution, 
through a close linked connexion of ideas and sensations.”* 


The theory of association was pushed to an interesting critical ex- 
treme. Again, as in numerous instances of psychological interest in an 
author’s suggestive particulars, Shakespeare is the subject. Walter 
Whiter’s A Specimen of a Commentary on Shakespeare Derived from 
Mr. Locke’s Doctrine of the Association of Ideas (1794) examines pas- 
sages in Shakespeare that exhibit an accidental but repetitive association 
of images—not, this time, on the part of one character, but in Shake- 
speare’s own mind. Following Locke in assuming that association does 
not rest upon reason but is highly individualistic, Whiter shows in his 
best example how the images of false friends, dogs (usually a spaniel), 
fawning, licking, candy, and melting are all connected. When Shake- 
speare mentions one of these, the others seem to ride along like burrs. 
Antony’s lines (IV, xii) provide an example: 


The hearts 
That spaniel’d me at heels, to whom I gave 
Their wishes, do discandy, melt their sweets 
On blossoming Caesar. 


The same or similar images recur in Timon of Athens, Henry IV Part I, 
Richard II, and Hamlet. Lines from Hamlet (III, ii) show the drift of 
the pattern: 


No, let the candied tongue lick absurd pomp 
And crook the pregnant hinges of the knee 
Where thrift may follow fawning. 


Whiter hopes that, by recognizing this kind of association, textual prob- 
lems, such as what word Shakespeare actually wrote, might be solved. 
Furthermore, his title, beginning A Specimen of a Commentary, sug- 
gests that the book offers only a small sampling of clusters and that more 
study could ensue. In 1935 Caroline Spurgeon’s Shakespeare’s Imagery 
and What It Tells Us followed this lead and incidentally made use of the 
same grouping of images instanced in Whiter.” 

Although Whiter based his study on Locke’s idea of idiosyncratic as- 
sociations, there is a certain logic to the connections between fawning, 
spaniels, traitorous friends, licking, and candy. There is even a prover- 
bial ring about the group. Most of Shakespeare’s images in fact have 
some obvious or natural connection with those that repeatedly occur 
near them. But still, Whiter’s point holds: Shakespeare, over a period of 
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months and years, habitually associates certain images with others, and 
this is concrete evidence of how, in at least one way, the process of crea- 
tive composition works within the poet’s mind. Three decades before 
Whiter, in the middle of the century, the study of associationism, 
brought into contact with Homer, Milton, and Shakespeare, had already 
catalyzed a rapidly expanding inquiry into the imagination of genius. 


INVESTIGATORS OF GENIUS: 
GERARD AND DUFF 


Teceseanen liked to speak of 


itself as an age of criticism. It hoped to infuse art, science, and politics 
with a “spirit” of exploration and planned curiosity. It sought what 
Leibniz, Coleridge, and Gerard call a “method.” Something quite differ- 
ent from Descartes’ method, this was to be a total approach to life, 
learning, and even creativity, based on an awareness of natural laws and 
of the natural constitution of human mind and heart. Philosophy and 
psychology unite with literary and aesthetic criticism, as Ernst Cassirer 
says, “in all the eminent minds of the century.”’ After 1750, this union 
turns increasingly to an interest in and a brilliant exploration of the 
human imagination, a faculty that, even more than reason, is seen to re- 
veal the place and truth of man’s experience and to unlock that mysteri- 
ous reflex and counterpart of the cosmos, as vast and as wonderful, the 
individual psyche. 

One effect of this interest in the imagination was to create in large de- 
gree what we ordinarily call “Romanticism.” Goethe summed it up 
bluntly by saying that this age of great literary talent—what we think of 
as Romanticism—sprang from the cradle of philosophy: “Epoche der 
forcierten Talente entsprang aus der Philosophischen.”* Philosophers 
treated their work not simply as a metaphysical puzzle but primarily as 
a servant to understanding human nature. They provided an ambiance 
of ideas that encouraged literary and aesthetic expression. The Enlight- 
enment, remarks Cassirer, “joined, to a degree scarcely ever achieved 
before, the critical with the productive function and converted the one 
directly into the other.”’ The hope that another such critical age might 
pave the way for a creative one was later voiced by Matthew Arnold in 
his essay “On the Function of Criticism at the Present Time” (1864). 


78 


Investigators of Genius 79 


But the Enlightenment’s view of the imagination had one immense ad- 
vantage that the later nineteenth century failed to recapture: it focused 
on the source of creative power, on what permits the unified operation of 
all faculties, and at its highest pitch, on what constitutes genius and cre- 
ativity in art. Simple as it may sound, the imagination became so vital 
and released so much potential brilliance because it is an idea about the 
way ideas and expressions are formed. It is protean. It deals with the 
very source of genius and creation and touches the nerve center of 
human achievement. It brings with it self-confidence and self-reliance. 
A premium on the imagination encourages the genius and the poet in 
their faith that what they say is more than decorative, that their crea- 
tions can awaken the soul and reach truth. 

Because the study of genius examines the highest talent and relates 
many ideas and human powers in the context of individual lives and de- 
tails, it brings together nearly all aspects of the imagination. The study 
of genius also places the idea of imagination in a rarefied atmosphere—as 
Coleridge knew, who often “apologizes” that genius is too uncommon to 
be commonly understood and that the imagination of genius alone 
should not be trusted as a guide to life or as a form of salvation. But 
Coleridge also knew that it is exactly in the rare atmosphere of genius, in 
asking what genius is and what promotes it, that we discover the richest 
and most meaningful concept of imagination, a discovery made first by 
the Enlightenment and ultimately shaping and animating the romantic 
burst of poetry and achievement. Two of the earliest and most insightful 
investigators of genius are Alexander Gerard (1728-1795) and William 
Duff (1732-1815). 


“IT IS IMAGINATION THAT PRODUCES GENIUS” 


Gerard broke the mold of run-of-the-mill British associationists. His 
Essay on Taste (1759) and, even more important, An Essay on Genius 
(1774) move associationism and the theory of imagination onto a higher 
and richer plane.* So important to Gerard is the role of imagination, and 
with it the association of ideas, that imagination begins to assume the 
power previously ascribed to judgment. As judgment is assimilated into 
imagination, it becomes more immediate and intuitive. It loses the dis- 
tinction of a conscious and superior power. The barriers developed by 
faculty psychology continue to disintegrate as Gerard pushes for a more 
unified and enlarged concept of imagination. 

In scientific discoveries and in works of art, the imagination not only 
accumulates piecemeal associations but simultaneously conceives a “de- 
sign” or plan informing the whole effort. This plan suggests an organic 
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unity that instinctively selects those ideas which will fit the finished 
creative work and automatically rejects others: 
As the magnet selects from a quantity of matter the ferruginous particles, 
which happen to be scattered through it, without making an impression 
on other substances; so imagination, by a similar sympathy, equally inex- 
plicable, draws out from the whole compass of nature such ideas as we 
have occasion for, without attending to any others.’ 


Each individual carries out this process according to the ynique bent of 
his own genius. An internal stimulus, unaccountable for by any im- 
pression received from sense experience, motivates his imagination to 
complete and fill in the design. 

Gerard also stresses that “passion” shares in the associative process, 
especially in poetry, either by suggesting an idea or by drawing into 
unity and giving one cast to images and thoughts otherwise uncon- 
nected. Passion can in this way help to form a large design or structure 
of ideas. The mind charged with feeling more easily identifies in an 
imaginative way with its subject, or with another person whose feelings 
are similar. When passion fixes on a particular object or person that is 
related to or associated with other ideas, the person or object begins to 
acquire the nature of a symbol. Gerard and his colleagues in the Aber- 
deen Philosophical Society, among them Thomas Reid, Dugald 
Stewart, and James Beattie, avidly read and discussed Hume, whose 
analysis of the passions intrigued them all.® 

By bringing both “passion” and “judgment” within the scope of 
imagination, especially as it works in the fine arts, Gerard gives a more 
organic, responsive, and immediate picture of the mind. His Essay on 
Genius, translated into German in 1776, two years after its publication 
in England, is primarily a study of imagination (much of the Essay 
Gerard delivered in lecture and discussion form from 1758 to 1769 at the 
Aberdeen Philosophical Society). Genius, he says, depends on inven- 
tion, the ability to make “new discoveries in science” or to produce 
“original works of art.” Invention in turn derives solely from the faculty 
of imagination. In simple and bold terms, “It is imagination that pro- 
duces genius.” A passionate or habitual frame of mind and other facul- 
ties, such as memory or judgment, affect the imagination, but none of 
them provides the necessary and immediate sources of genius. A man of 
genius forms relations between previously unconnected perceptions and 
thoughts (“ideas”) because his imagination associates them with a “‘pe- 
culiar vigour.” 

Several characteristics of the imagination combine to produce this en- 
larged power of assqciation, and Gerard’s discussion of them blazes a 
trail through the whole Essay. The more ideas a mind possesses, the 
greater are its chances of forming new combinations. ““Comprehensive- 
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ness” or “fertility” of imagination necessitates a large and varied store- 
house of perceptions presented by memory. The “activity” of the imagi- 
nation moves like an underground stream, seen only occasionally but al- 
ways flowing. In the friction and jostle of ideas, speed and agility act in 
the same way that heat precipitates chemical reactions. “Activity” im- 
plies that the imagination is not only quick but restless and even ob- 
sessive. The mind becomes inspired and gains internal momentum. It 
fixes on a train of thought, becomes “enraptured with the subject,” and 
begins to identify with it. This “enthusiasm,” reminiscent of Dennis, 
propels more associations. It is not a “passion,” because its object is only 
continued activity. It does not color or affect the ideas actually asso- 
ciated but speeds the process. This rapidity is crucial. It is the “fire of 
genius,” the “divine impulse,” and without this “elevation and warmth 
of imagination” genius never fulfills its potential.® 

Gerard assumes the conventional associationist view about the role of 
the senses, habit, and memory in creating and connecting ideas. For ex- 
ample, repeated associations become petrified and stagnant. Starting 
with one idea, a person may be in the habit of forming a particular se- 
ries, but this process is often just “circumstantial.” To others his train of 
thought may appear forced or illogical. An otherwise clear writer can be 
tricked by habit into unnatural transitions and imagery. He has become 
so familiar with his own ideas that in the effort to communicate, he 
leaves unexpressed links in his thought that others are not able to take 
for granted. 

Gerard takes a significant leap when he analyzes the way passion ex- 
cites and channels imagination. Passion, which is an emotion turned to 
some particular object or experience, either catalyzes ideas together or 
unites with them itself. More of the complex feelings with which the 
mind digests and reacts to experience are thrown into the mixing bowl 
of association. The imagination blends thoughts and passions until they 
suggest each other. Feelings are not only “conjoined, but also mixed and 
blended so perfectly together, that none of them shall be distinctly per- 
ceivable in the compound which arises from their union.” The passion- 
ate mind rushes forward, which “often occasions an abruptness of 
thought.” A poet moves from image to image quickly, relating them 
through one strong passion. In this sense, feeling provides a framework 
or design for many ideas, which all receive “‘a tincture from that pas- 
sion.” 

An image, when intimately and habitually associated with many con- 
nected thoughts and feelings, begins to take on the force of a symbol. So 
not only does passion aid in forming a whole design, it may also create a 
particular image or symbol that represents a larger context of values, 
ideas, and emotions. As English poetry changed in the later eighteenth 
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century, this new sense of symbolism replaced more flaccid and pas- 
sionless images copied from classical figures and stock poetic diction.'° 

Passion—really the whole emotional side of the psyche or “sensibility 
of heart”—also permits a poet to identify more closely with the subject. 
“Entering into the sentiments” of another person and assuming those to 
be his own, he can then imagine and consequently imitate, not merely 
describe, the real nature and character of his subjects’ feelings. ““This is 
indeed so difficult, that the best poets cannot always perfectly attain it.” 
Gerard believes that Shakespeare is the most successful. Through his 
chapter on “The Influence of the Passions on Association,” Gerard es- 
tablishes a fundamental principle of sympathetic identification. To the 
1780 edition of his Essay on Taste, first published twenty-one years ear- 
lier and translated into German and French in 1766, Gerard added a 
lengthy section on the associative power of imagination, concluding it 
with remarks on “the force of sympathy, which enlivens our ideas of the 
passions infused by it to such a pitch, as in a manner converts them into 
the passions themselves,” an idea already stressed by Hume.'! 


Although Gerard echoes the traditional concept of judgment as a fac- 
ulty that checks absurd or random associations, he draws it closer to the 
imaginative process and nearly incorporates it into the function of the 
imagination itself. Judgment is not, as it is in Dryden, Dennis, and Ad- 
dison, a power to control and subordinate imagination. Instead it is a 
complementary aid to perfect and to assure the justness of the “design” 
already sketched out by imagination. When a genius judges his own 
work, he is simply developing a “regularity of imagination,” which is by 
no means the same thing as subjecting a completed imaginative work to 
some higher power. When a genius changes his work, he exercises “the 
posterior essays of imagination, affected by new associations in repeated 
views of the subject.” 

Judgment, in other words, becomes a “methodising power” actually 
belonging to imagination itself, a notion Coleridge later pursued in his 
Essay on Method. By making judgment share in the associative process, 
the mind of genius gains a “correct” imagination and can follow out the 
design of its work with an “instinctive infallibility.” Ceasing to follow a 
strict faculty psychology, Gerard observes mental traits that do not 
seem to fit the mechanistic theories of association. He removes the tyr- 
anny of the concept that experience is the touchstone of the mind and 
presents ways in which the mind itself becomes the touchstone of expe- 
rience. 

The imaginative mind does not connect ideas one at a time like chain 
links. It conceives a whole design almost at once, which it then fills out 
and gives body to by particular associations. Each scientific discovery or 
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artistic work has a governing form or plan. The mind thinks simulta- 
neously of specific parts and of their one organizing principle. Speaking 
of a genius like Homer or Newton, Gerard states, “‘No sooner is a design 
formed, or the hint of a subject started, than all the ideas which are req- 
uisite for completing it, rush into his view as if they were conjured up 
by the force of magic.” In science the desire to reach a solution, in art 
the force of passion, create a unifying tendency. One idea immediately 
suggests a whole form. In a similar way, each aspect of the imagination 
leads directly to the total cooperation of all aspects. “In every individual, 
genius is like an organized body, the form of which arises from the 
manner in which the several members are combined, and is altered by 
every [even] the smallest change in the size or portion of any one of 
them.” This statement expresses the essential germ of an organic philos- 
ophy. As Schelling, Coleridge, and others were later to explain, the art- 
ist should imitate the inworking, creative, and organizing spirit of na- 
ture, the natura naturans, rather than copy or imitate nature’s outward 
form and appearance, the natura naturata.* Working toward a unified 
group of associations, the mind, concludes Gerard, readily develops a 
self-correcting and self-regulating capacity. The conception of a design 
“breaks in of its own accord, and, like an antagonist muscle,” counter- 
acts any idea improper to the larger scheme.’ 

Of course no two minds will associate ideas in the same way, if for no 
other reason than that they have not encountered the same experiences 
or felt the same passions. In fact, one individual may easily vary and 
modify his own imaginative effort. Many different plans for discovery or 
writing may enter into his consideration. But the diversity of imagina- 
tion among different people cannot be fully explained by their acquaint- 
ance with dissimilar ideas. It must, “in a great measure, be resolved into 
original differences in the constitution of the mind” or “in the turn of 
men’s imaginations.” When each individual alters the method of his own 
association, he reveals a “‘flexibility” of imagination that gives his own 
mind “numberless combinations that are wholly new,” as well as dif- 
ferentiating him from other individuals. Complex passions and circum- 
stances wholly his own enter the associative process and enhance the 
singular nature of his genius. In all these operations, an internal stimulus 
or inner and active self-identity drives imagination forward." 

The importance of individualism in Gerard dawns into an insight far 
removed from the cruder empiricists’ view of the mind as a tabula rasa. 
Intelligence is more self-aware and possesses the inherent potential for 
its own development. We become, says Gerard, aware of all the opera- 
tions and passions of our own minds. This convinces us of the existence 


* See below, pp. 313-319, 333, 358. 
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of our own consciousness, which “is even a prerequisite to ... percep- 
tion” of any external ideas. In this way, each individual is able, “without 
any information from experience, by a natural and inexplicable princi- 
ple, to infer the existence of himself as the percipient and agent.” This 
point—that the self or the intelligence exists and is aware of its own ex- 
istence before it turns to the external world—becomes a central feature 
of thought in much German transcendentalism and in Coleridge as 
well.'* 

In the Essay on Genius Gerard presents a volatile combination of the 
individuality of imagination and the mind’s ability to become self-aware 
and consciously reflect on its own existence, thought, and feeling. To- 
gether, these elements contribute to the growing importance placed on 
the character and life of the artist. They are soon used as avenues to at- 
tain some of the finest artistic expression of the past two centuries (and 
some would twist them to justify the most self-indulgent and ridiculous 
excesses ). Gerard attains great insights. He promotes a movement in the 
arts and in thought with consequences that perhaps went beyond his 
own deepest analysis. But his acumen searches out what is important for 
the success of potential genius. He asks thinking questions and is one of 
the leading figures to establish a new critical climate of ideas. Soon this 
climate produced what became the ideal of romantic genius and of those 
individuals who grew up to exemplify it. 


DUFF’S PLASTIC POWER 


In his Essay on Original Genius (1767) William Duff, although at 
times contradicting himself, attains a view of the imagination as a broad 
and natural power whose scope in poetry is “absolute and uncon- 
fined.” '’ By differentiating “original” genius from genius, he proposes a 
degree of imagination less dependent on the faculty of judgment, more 
vigorous in conceiving the design of a creative work, and superior to 
“artificial rules” of criticism. A talented poet would be most likely to 
express his imagination in a society that paid more attention to elemen- 
tal human passions and the world of nature than to luxuries and literary 
analysis.'° 

Duff begins his book by warning that imagination alone is not suff- 
cient for genius. Yet especially when he talks about poetry, he enlarges 
on the imagination until it begins either to absorb or to rely less on other 
faculties. It permits the mind to reflect on its own operations. Ideas and 
sense impressions are gathered together and shuttled in and out of the 
“repository of memory” by the imagination. Its “compass,” “depth,” 
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“fertility,” and “ardor” account for the whole associative process. Taste, 
which is the aesthetic judgment vital to produce works of art, shares 
such a mutual influence with imagination that the two can be seen as one 
operation of the mind, combining both response and active creation.'” 

Duff, like Akenside before and Coleridge after, often refers to imagi- 
nation as a “plastic” power. The word suggests shaping and molding, 
also continuity, range of movement, and a plan or design. Although at 
one point he denies that the imagination offers the plan or outline of a 
creative work, elsewhere he emphasizes that it forms and unifies the 
ideas and “materials” it has collected. ““The Imagination must guide the 
hand in the design and execution of the whole.” The most gifted or orig- 
inal genius has such a powerful imagination that he “combines at once 
every homogeneous and corresponding idea” and “sketches out a crea- 
tion” of his own.'* The mind gains an immediate and intuitive sense of 
what is proper. Judgment, in effect, is pushed into the background. 

Even while incorporating more faculties into the imagination, Duff in 
one instance implies a difference between fancy and imagination. The 
fanciful mind has wit and humor which, by an uncommon description 
or by a quick, even “superficial” connection of ideas, produce pleasant 
or agreeable sensations. An imaginative individual, who may possess 
this ability to please, really organizes his ideas into a more “extensive 
combination,” a whole work completely shaped by the power of inven- 
tion.'” 

The Essay on Original Genius contains in embryo several points that 
later typify romantic criticism. Duff remarks that poetic imagination re- 
veals itself early in life by a certain “grandeur” and “luxuriance” of ex- 
pression that ripens into mature genius.”” Coleridge pursues the same 
theme in Chapter 15 of the Biographia. In other words, imagination 
contains an inward potential, an inner Geist or reservoir of power, that 
grows and perfects itself. To recognize and pursue this development, 
Duff devotes about one-third of his book to an illumination of works of 
genius by reference to characteristics of the imagination. In many in- 
stances he is interpreting literature through the use of psychological 
principles. The imagination, for him, becomes closely related to imita- 
tion or mimesis. One of the by-products of this approach is an awareness 
how imagination creates myths and symbols. These act as a code and 
give the psyche a quick and powerful way to represent complex beliefs, 
associations, archetypes, and feelings. For Duff, Greek mythology ex- 
erted great impact as “a system of ingenious Fiction.” It attracted him in 
the way it also attracted Keats: both saw in it a strong and concrete ex- 
pression of the inner life of the mind. Also, in a manner similar to 
Coleridge’s and Blake’s fascination with the Bible, Duff felt entranced 
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by the imaginative and “remarkable boldness of sentiment and expres- 
sion, by the most poetical figures of speech,” found in the sacred texts of 
Eastern and Egyptian mythologies.’ 

Scattered throughout Duff's Essay are indications that his concept of 
genius and imagination is working toward a totality of response. The 
mind integrates all of its intellectual and emotional capacities-and relates 
them directly to the natural world. However, no two individuals are 
alike, because each has an intrinsic “bias” peculiar to himself, that is, a 
particular way in which his own imagination unifies his faculties and 
expresses his reaction to external scenes and to experience. 

The outward organ, by which these sensations are conveyed, is supposed 

to be equally perfect in both [individuals]; but the internal feeling is ex- 

tremely different. This difference must certainly proceed from the trans- 

forming power of Imagination, whose rays illuminate the objects we con- 
template.” 


At the same time that the individual imagination creates a subjective 
self, it lends that self a unified and coherent outlook by collecting and 
transforming all experience. Nothing escapes the imaginative power. 
Duff does not speculate on the truth or accuracy of imagination in the 
subjective self. His mechanical discussion of judgment is hardly a cor- 
rective force, because he does not always consider judgment a superior 
power. It merges with and is often subordinated to imagination. 


Considering that imagination transforms all experience and relates it 
to the function of the whole mind, Duff concludes that a fairly primitive 
or early stage of civilization fosters the most imaginative genius. Such 
relatively simple societies present fundamental experiences that have 
tremendous impact on the faculties of the mind.’ The passions and 
ideas excited are basic, which incites the imagination to combine them 
into more complex and refined forms of expression. Highly developed 
societies have, in effect, already assumed and carried out imaginative 
combinations. The individual imagination feels distracted by what 
many others have done before. Duff summarizes the last section of his 
Essay on Original Genius with the long title: 

That original Poetic Genius will in general be displayed in its utmost vi- 

gour in the early and uncultivated periods of Society, which are pecu- 


liarly favorable to it; and that it will seldom appear in a very high degree 
in cultivated life. 


In this sense, the man of genius in an advanced society is literally pre- 
vented in the exercise of his transforming power of imagination.”* He is 
presented with little more than the transformations of others. He loses 
contact not only with the natural world but also with his own funda- 
mental nature. The harmony of his being cracks under the strain. 
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There is another important aspect concerning the totality of imagina- 
tive response discussed by Duffs Essay. As the mind perceives and 
transforms its experience of the natural world, it not only combines and 
connects ideas and objects but searches out their origin and cause of 
creation. This enthusiastic curiosity is especially common to the philo- 
sophic imagination. By presenting speculations about causes and the 
original creation, it leads the mind to consider the existence and nature 
of divinity. Duff cites Plato, whose imagination led him to contemplate 
“the existence and unity of the supreme Being.”’* The philosophic ge- 
nius, adding to his imagination greater reason and judgment than are 
necessary in the poet, unlocks the secrets of things. Through reason and 
imagination, the philosopher approaches the religious aspect of nature 
and the ultimate unity of God. This idea, greatly elaborated, Coleridge 
later made central to his thinking. 


Both Gerard and Duff drive a wedge between genius in the fine arts, 
especially poetry, and genius in philosophy or science. In science more 
judgment or “regularity” of imagination is necessary.”° Gerard does not 
see the cleavage of imaginative content in the arts and in science as com- 
plete; however, a genius rarely has enough flexibility of imagination to 
erase all differences separating artistic efforts from scientific invention or 
analysis.”’ Keeping a conventional emphasis on the role of “reason” or 
judgment in philosophy and empirical science, Gerard and Duff begin 
to apply “taste” as a name for aesthetic judgment that will aid and “‘in- 
stigate” the artistic imagination. In both writers, taste carries a subjec- 
tive flavor. It is not completely bound to facts and phenomena. It has an 
emotional and personal character. Duff calls taste an “internal sense,” 
which does not direct the imagination but intertwines with it.”* 

Gerard pursues taste in the arts with a wide range of implication that 
includes ideas of beauty, pleasure, delight, suggestiveness, enthusiasm, 
and agreeable sensations.”” Furthermore, taste for Gerard draws on the 
passions and is easily affected by them. By beginning to substitute taste 
for judgment in the arts, both Gerard and Duff further relaxed the reins 
of reason and encouraged creative works with greater aesthetic and 
emotional content. 


Scottish and English associationists, and the new interest in genius 
dependent on them, gained considerable and almost immediate attention 
in Germany. Johann G.E. Maass devotes the last third of his revised 
Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft to a history of associationism from 
Socrates to 1797, the date his second edition appears, and titles it “Bei- 
trage zur Geschichte der Lehre von der Vergesellschaftung der Vor- 
stellungen.” He summarizes the work of Hartley, Priestley, Kames, and 
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Gerard, interweaving them with numerous German works on associa- 
tionism in the last thirty years of the century. Empiricism and the asso- 
ciation of ideas enjoyed a legacy extending back to the early eighteenth 
century in Germany. As Maass points out, Hobbes, Locke, and Hume, 
among the British, were influential. Leibniz, too, speaks of the associa- 
tion of ideas in the Nouveaux essais, published in 1765, which Maass 
quotes (Liv. II, xxxiii): “man as well as the beasts is liable to connect by 
memory and by his imagination whatever he has observed together in 
his perceptions and his experiences.”*” Maass recognizes that the full 
blending and association of ideas is necessary for Leibniz’s ‘‘Pre-estab- 
lished Harmony.” Maass also reveals that German critics and psycholo- 
gists were drawing on the same classical authors as were the British. 
Duff, Gerard, and Priestley make extensive use of Plato, Aristotle, Lon- 
ginus, Cicero, and Quintilian. By the 1770s these were well-known 
sources. 

In 1777 at Gottingen the first history of associationism appeared, Mi- 
chael Hissmann’s Geschichte der Lehre von der Association der Ideen. 
This book reflects the rising interest in the subject. The year before 
Christian Garve had translated Gerard’s Essay on Genius into German, 
and in the same year Tetens, warmly acknowledging the ideas of 
Gerard, produced his Philosophische Versuche tiber die Menschliche 
Natur und ihre Entwicklung. And Tetens’ Versuche was profoundly to 
affect and even to create the whole interest in the imagination in Kant, 
who himself praises Gerard on several occasions. Although Schelling 
did not agree completely with the British associationists and their criti- 
cism of the arts, he states in his Philosophie der Kunst (1802) that in 
“the period immediately preceeding Kant . . . the well-known theories of 
the fine arts established [in Germany] were those whose principles 
were the psychological axioms of the English and French.””! 


PART THREE 


T he German Foundation 


SHADOWS A CENTURY LONG 


B, the beginning of the nineteenth 


century, German thought had developed a concept of the imagination 
that was more complete and far-reaching in philosophical terms than 
anything envisioned in England. The German development had grown 
from a set of circumstances that were considerably different.' Until the 
1770s, intellectual contact between the two nations had been sporadic 
and frequently indirect. Even into the 1800s the sharing of ideas was 
fairly limited, with Germany far more receptive to England than Eng- 
land to Germany. This is partially because, in sheer bulk and quality of 
literature, England had more to offer. Few Englishmen—with the ex- 
ceptions of Coleridge, Crabb Robinson, and later Carlyle—paid such 
careful and knowledgeable attention to the startling rise of German 
thought and literature after 1750 as German professors, poets, and writ- 
ers did to the whole canon of English literature and particularly to Eng- 
glish speculative thought since Hobbes. 

The German spirit investigating the idea of the imagination was more 
systematic. Tiedemann, Sulzer, Brucker, Platner, Maass, the Schlegels, 
Fichte, Schelling, Kant, Novalis, Tieck, Schiller, Goethe—all partici- 
pated in relatively close-knit literary and philosophical movements. 
They knew and often lived near one another. They shared writings and 
ideas in a way quite foreign to the more individualistic, less organized, 
and often eccentric British. German universities provided a gravitational 
center for lectures, debate, sharing ideas, the communal spirit of intel- 
lectual discovery, and disagreement, which could lead to new points of 
view. Small courts and circles, like those at Jena and Weimar, served the 
same purposes. (In Great Britain, it was the Scottish universities and 
philosophical societies that offered similar opportunities for the adven- 
ture and mixing of ideas.) Books, treatises, and poems were written 
quickly in Germany and read immediately after publication. From be- 
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fore the beginnings of the Sturm und Drang, a flurry of activity and 
frequent personal contacts saturated intellectual life and guided the evo- 
lution of every major idea and literary form. Eager to throw off the 
French yoke as the century progressed, the Germans banded together. 
There was an astonishingly deep interplay between philosophy and the 
creative arts. In England, Gerard, Duff, Kames, and then Blake, Cole- 
ridge, Keats, Wordsworth, and Shelley tried to unify the philosophic 
and the poetic imaginations. But Tetens, Sulzer, Platner, Kant, and then 
in the next generation the Schlegels, Schiller, Fichte, and Schelling ana- 
lyzed and constructed more comprehensive and more fully articulated 
ideas of the imagination in its exquisite relation to both art and philoso- 
phy. The systematic spirit of the Germans, as well as their enthusiasm 
and distrust of mechanism and rules, attracted and deeply impressed 
Coleridge. 

German writers and thinkers were receptive and eager to explore 
English literature, criticism, and moral philosophy. The formulation of 
the idea of the imagination in Germany depended significantly on Eng- 
lish influence. Yet the Enlightenment and Romantic development of 
the idea in Germany flowed not only from England but from a great 
many internal causes and contributions. Whereas the eighteenth-cen- 
tury history of the idea in England can be compared to the kindling of a 
small fire, first of twigs, then of successively larger pieces of wood, the 
rise of the idea in Germany is closer to a spontaneous combustion 
bursting from many different materials. 


Before we examine the details of the various and related elements that 
converge to form the German idea of the imagination, we might miake a 
compact survey, not stopping to explain here, but simply to list: the im- 
mense range and influence of Leibniz in metaphysics, logic, cosmology, 
and psychology, as a commentator on empiricism, an investigator of a 
priori conditions in nature and the mind, and the founder of the system 
of Pre-established Harmony, which insisted on the reality of active 
force in both nature and the human psyche. There was a lively interest 
in Continental philosophy as a whole, including Descartes, Male- 
branche, and Spinoza. The impact of British aesthetic and moral philos- 
ophy was significant, especially through Shaftesbury, who provided in 
the later eighteenth century a way to interpret Spinoza that fostered 
Romantic Spinozism and opened Spinoza’s pantheism to the imagina- 
tion, saving his system from its congenital dualism. The interest in em- 
pirical psychology and associationism led to a psychologically based 
criticism drawing heavily on both the association of ideas and the new 
studies on originality and genius, especially by Locke, Hume, Kames, 
Priestley, Hartley, and Gerard. A persisting influence of the older, 
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“scholastic” philosophy of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, which 
England had virtually forgotten, offered not only key terms but essential 
ideas to construct a new concept of the imagination. Another factor was 
the “‘critical philosophy” of Kant, his followers, and some of his oppo- 
nents, all of whom studied the transcendental, without ignoring the sen- 
suous, as thoroughly as the British had examined the empirical and em- 
pirical psychology. German mysticism, represented largely by Jakob 
Boehme, was also influential. 

The new “science” of aesthetics, first formulated by Alexander 
Baumgarten in his Aesthetica (1739) and Metaphysica (1739), which 
drew not only from the Greek past but from Shaftesbury and, through 
the ‘Swiss Critics” Bodmer and Breitinger, from Addison.” Hellenism 
brought not only the model of the Greek fine arts but also Plato, Lon- 
ginus, and Plotinus to bear on German thought. The growing popular- 
ity of and interest in the primitive, in Volkspoesie and Urgeschichte, in 
the ‘‘pure” and original, was spurred by the rage for Homer and Ossian 
and promulgated by Johann Georg Hamann and Herder. After 1750, 
adulation of Shakespeare was marked, as was the hope for a correspond- 
ing natural and powerful German or “northern” poetry . A violent reac- 
tion developed to French criticism and culture as artificial, unimagina- 
tive, overly rational, and class-oriented. Finally, a tendency toward 
polarities or opposites in thought developed, contradictions that needed 
to be reconciled or caught up in some larger synthesis, as in Kant, 
Hegel, and Schelling. The polar or thesis-and-antithesis tendency was 
to lead to the dialectical and synthetic nature of German Romanticism. 


FIRST PRINCIPLES 


Leibniz lies at the heart of German Enlightenment thought. Like a 
pulsating star, he radiates a strong field of influence in all directions. His 
idea of an active force in both the mind and nature gives the universe 
and the human psyche a common, dynamic power through which har- 
mony between the two is attained. Not only in metaphysics and in the 
natural sciences, but in psychology as well, this transforming force 
binds together the natural world, the individual, and all the internal 
processes of each. There is no such thing as a separate entity; the flux 
and force of mind and cosmos acting in both things and ideas unify ele- 
ments in each “separate” identity, each thing, person, or idea. Leibniz is 
like the person who stakes a claim by riding around a vast tract of land 
from sun-up to sunset. The work of coming generations then falls 
largely within the perimeter he marks off, and thinkers who follow cul- 
tivate what he has already surveyed. The scope of Leibniz saved Ger- 
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man thought from becoming boxed into the corner of pure empiricism. 

Shaftesbury had helped the British extricate themselves from rigid 
empiricism, and his emphasis on the becoming and striving of the indi- 
vidual moral life, his search for ultimate principles and for the nature of 
both divine and human creation, was equally attractive to the German 
Enlightenment. Shaftesbury had a continuing influence on German 
thought during the century. He merged the horizons of philosophy, ar- 
tistic theory, moral sensibility, and feeling. Anyone who took up these 
topics separately soon found that in Shaftesbury’s thought they flowed 
into each other, not by any a@ priori rules but by an imaginative exercise 
of perception and by the individual’s active ordering of experience. The 
unity of Shaftesbury’s work—its combined grasp of the individual life 
and passionate love of nature—helped to set the groundwork for the 
imagination as a power of enthusiasm that joins and interprets the char- 
acteristics of man with the ideal potential of the universe that is mani- 
fested through the natural world. 

Both Leibniz and Shaftesbury (at least the general aesthetic repre- 
sented by Shaftesbury ) fell into the hands of pupils with more special- 
ized interests. But though Christian Wolff and Alexander Baumgarten 
narrowed the original intention of the two larger-minded men, they cul- 
tivated particular points so intensely that, temporarily contracting the 
range of Leibniz and Shaftesbury, they eventually arrrived at a greater 
number of articulated positions. After all, the highest flights of Shaftes- 
bury and the most profound remarks of Leibniz were, by their very na- 
ture, suggestive and even vague. They could be interpreted in many 
ways, and to have any continued influence, they had to be narrowed and 
anatomized, if only to save them from static generality or passive accep- 
tance. The positions of the important philosophers are in this respect 
like works of the better poets; they invite a multiplicity of views and in- 
terpretations, which must be traced out and voiced. 


THE NEXT GENERATION 


Christian Wolff (1679-1754) selectively systematized Leibniz’s 
thought. He was more formalistic than Leibniz and supported ration- 
alism in a more confining sense of the term. Yet it was mostly through 
Wolff that Leibniz filtered into the German universities. Wolff gives 
specific and defined instances of what, in Leibniz, had been more im- 
pressionistic and speculative. This attempt to ferret out exact principles 
trivialized them at times, but also kept them alive and open to discus- 
sion. For example, in his Psychologia Empirica (1732), and to a lesser 
extent in his Psychologia Rationalis (1734), Wolff distinguishes be- 
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tween imaginatio, phantasma, phantasmata, and the Facultas fin- 
gendi.* Wolff's work is remarkably fertile, for he can be interpreted as 
distinguishing the reproductive from the productive imagination. Ima- 
ginatio, he says, reproduces what the senses have perceived yet is now 
absent from them. But the Facultas fingendi, to which Wolff devotes a 
thirty-page chapter in the Psychologia Empirica, is defined thus: “Fa- 
cultas phantasmatum divisione ac compositione producendi phantasma 
rei sensu nunquam perceptae dicitur Facultas fingendi.”’ That is, the 
Facultas fingendi is the shaping, joining, and plastic power of the mind 
that fashions and produces ideas and images in a new and transformed 
totality that has never been presented to the senses before. This faculty 
is productive, as opposed to the reproductive operation of imaginatio. 
The productive power of the Facultas fingendi roughly corresponds to 
the “power” that Locke said the mind uses in forming complex ideas; in 
this sense Locke, too, had differentiated between a reproductive and a 
productive faculty. But Wolff dwells on this distinction and tries to 
characterize it. Although he is not here speaking about poetry or art, he 
does make clear that the mind has a productive capacity, one that may 
generally be called “imagination” but is on a different and higher level 
from the reproduction of what the senses register. 

’ Wolff has been generally ignored as too mechanical and compartmen- 
talized. But here, in the early 1730s, he is putting succintly a major de- 
velopment in the eighteenth-century history of the imagination, one we 
have discussed in Hobbes, Locke, Akenside, and Gerard, and one that 
will reappear in Tetens, Kant, Schelling, and Coleridge. The application 
of Wolff's views to the theory and criticism of poetry and the arts helped 
to inject vigor into the last thirty years of the century and the first thirty 
of the next. His zmaginatio and Facultas fingendi point to all later divi- 
sions in German criticism, psychology, and philosophy between the 
power of reproduction and the different, higher power that shapes new 
ideas and images, a power variously called Dichtkraft, Dichtungskraft, 
or Dichtungsvermoégen, a power that alone produces the artistically and 
aesthetically creative acts of the mind. Wolff investigates, too, the dan- 
gers and satisfactions of the Facultas fingendi and discusses the influ- 
ence of will, desire, and judgment on his version of both the reproduc- 
tive and the productive imaginations. 

Wolff combined empiricism with implications of Leibniz’s organic 
and dynamic relationship between mind and nature and the dynamic 
quality of nature itself. Wolff even speaks of the Facultas fingend1 in its 
power to produce “hieroglyphics” and “symbols,” concepts that be- 


* The Philosophia Prima Sive Ontologia (1730) should also be examined in conjunc- 
tion with these two works. Wolff's own cross references to it are numerous. For Wolff on 
“fancy” vs. “imagination,” see below, pp. 176-177. 
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come vitally important throughout the century in their relationship not 
only to art theory but also to studies of ancient poetry and imaginative 
myths. In essence, Wolff pursues and tries to define the premise, found 
in more broad-minded empiricists like Hobbes and Locke, that “there is 
a power” which joins and combines ideas to produce new ones. But 
Wolff carries the analysis of this power to a new stage and gives it spe- 
cial significance and clarity. It now has a larger, more clearly defined 
potential and directly serves those who use psychology to explain how 
the mind and the inner sensibility create art and what characterizes the 
genius of a poet. The idea of creative imagination is closely related to 
Wolff's Facultas fingendi.* Coleridge, for example, read the Psychologia 
Rationalis and probably encountered Wolff's discussions of the imagi- 
native power and its levels. 

The work of Wolff received full body and dimension from his pupil 
Alexander Baumgarten (1714-1762). To the dry and rational analyses 
of his teacher, Baumgarten added the consideration of what he calls 
“aesthetics,” the first modern use of the word. In 1739 his book Aesthet- 
ica expanded the logical and reasonable investigations of Wolff to in- 
clude “the lower or sensitive” parts of the soul. Drawing from the same 
tradition that produced Shaftesbury’s, Addison’s, and Hutcheson’s con- 
cern with what is now generally called aesthetics, Baumgarten added 
another side to the imaginative power, a moral and artistic bent which 
was to combine with Wolff’s rational and deductive approach. 

The “Swiss Critics” J. K. Bodmer and J. J. Breitinger already re- 
flected such a confluence of ideas. Bodmer, who published a prose 
translation of Paradise Lost in 1732, and Breitinger ardently tried to in- 
troduce English literature to the Germanic world. In their “modern” 
views they opposed and finally helped refute the school of Gottsched at 
Leipzig. Acquainted with Locke, Shaftesbury, Addison, Italian critics, 
and Leibniz, they turn directly to questions concerning the psychology 
of art. Die Discourse der Mahlern, written by both men and modeled 
after the Spectator, and Bodmer’s ‘“‘Dichtkunst, Malerei, und Bild- 
bauerei,” as well as his Von dem Einfluss und Gebrauche der Einbil- 
dungskraft zur Ausbesserung des Geschmacks (Influence and Use of 
the Imagination in the Improvement of Taste, 1727), all exhibit a re- 
pugnance to French authority and rules and a tendency to favor free as- 
sociation and passion because they stimulate the poet to rivet his atten- 
tion on an object in order to portray its total essence and character. The 
act of comparing nature with an imaginative reconstruction of it is, as 
Addison had said, at once the impetus and pleasure of art. 

Then, in a spurt of activity, Bodmer and Breitinger wrote three im- 
portant critical works that champion the autonomy of the poetic and 
imaginative world. Breitinger’s Kritische Dichtkunst (1740), which op- 
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poses Gottsched’s treatise of the same title, was soon joined by his friend 
Bodmer’s Von dem Wunderbaren in der Poesie (1740) and Kritische 
Betrachtungen tiber die poetischen Gemdlde (1741). Bodmer stresses 
the freedom of the imagination and, following the conviction of Leibniz 
that there are many possible creations always ready to be materialized, 
he calls on the poet to “imitate the powers of nature in transferring the 
possible into the condition of reality.”* Here we get a foretaste of the 
later and heavy emphasis on the ability of art not only to recreate sen- 
suous nature but also to share with and use the moving powers, forces, 
and ideals in the cosmos to depict a new and transformed material 
world. 

In this critical position, new to the Germanic world, Bodmer was fol- 
lowing Italian critics and also Addison’s praise of what he called the 
“fairy way of writing.” By “fairy,” Addison indicated something imagi- 
native, not childish or ridiculous. The Faerie Queene or A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream are examples. Happily for Bodmer and Breitinger, 
Klopstock’s Der Messias (1748) vindicated their views.* Klopstock’s 
work was a thrust into the enemy camp, for he published it in Leipzig, 
the stronghold of Gottsched and his followers. It was Klopstock, too, 
whom Coleridge visited when he studied in Germany, for the great poet 
of the middle of the eighteenth century in Germany, and the practi- 
tioner of the theories of Bodmer and Breitinger, did not die until 1803. 


STIRRINGS OF A GRAND SYNTHESIS 


Added to this rich and varied field, which was permitting the idea of 
the imagination to spread out simultaneously in many directions,was an 
undercurrent that strove to unify these directions into one harmonious 
or at least comprehensive view. Kant himself emerges from this spirit of 
mediation, this drive to blend Wolff’s formalism with British empir- 
icism, scientific experimentation and mathematics, and also to confront 
the overall questions of religion, aesthetics, morality, and art. The new 
and comprehensive view, broadly called the “critical philosophy,” had 
some of its first roots in the work of C. A. Crusius, Leonhard Euler, and 
J. H. Lambert. Yet these men could not attain the psychological accu- 
racy or approach the transcendental synthesis of Kant who, borrowing 
from the psychologist Tetens, developed the role of the imagination in 
the critical philosophy. The opportunity came for the critical philoso- 
phy as both empirical psychology and the more intuitive or aesthetic 
approaches broadened and spilled into each other. 


*In 1751 Bodmer himself published two weak imitations of Klopstock, Die Siindfluth 
and Noah. 
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Something very curious had happened. Hard-rock and uncompro- 
mising empiricism had inevitably led to empirical psychology, the study 
of the way in which the mind works. Yet how the mind works, its limits 
and characteristics, is one of the major components of all transcendental 
philosophy. The whole question of knowledge and values had moved 
from outside the self to inside the self. Experience became the study of 
philosophy, says Santayana, and psychology, “for the philosophers, be- 
came the only science... The irony of logic actually made English em- 
piricism, understood in this psychological way, the starting-point for 
transcendentalism and for German philosophy.” It happened just as 
Leibniz had noted: each philosophical system carries within itself the 
seeds of almost all other systems, including that of its own “opposite.” 
Coleridge, too, makes nearly the same analysis in the Biographia: as 
soon as materialism “becomes intelligible, it ceases to be materialism. In 
order to explain thinking, as a material phenomenon, it is necessary to 
refine matter into a mere modification of intelligence.””’ The philosophy 
of matter had become, of its own accord, the philosophy of intelligence. 

Writing in the 1790s, Maass takes an historical perspective on the 
subject. He finds this development from the empirical to the psychologi- 
cal in Greek philosophy, where first the “object of consideration was the 
external sensory world. Greek philosophy proceeded from this, as must 
the philosophy of all peoples . . . It is more difficult to reflect on internal 
development, and particularly on that of the psyche.” The very change 
from the purely empirical to the psychological led to and encouraged the 
study of the imagination. In his Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft, 
which Coleridge read and used in the Biographia, Maass concludes that 
the shift from the empirical to the psychological results in a new and 
vastly important place for the idea of the imagination: ‘So it was first 
after the time of Socrates that psychology could begin to sprout from its 
seed. But as soon as one began to construct this science, the imagination 
was especially bound to attract the attention of the investigator.’”*® As 
Maass explains it, this was exactly what was happening in the eigh- 
teenth century, too. 

The shift from empirical to transcendental, and to an enlarged view of 
philosophy that embraces both the sensory and the ideal by realizing 
that they are not separate, continued from 1750 through the 1790s and 
later, especially in England. The rigid and mechanistic interpretations, 
the naive notion of a simple tabula rasa, had already foundered. They 
could not survive the rich and diverse philosophical climate of Ger- 
many. In 1765, Leibniz’s Nouveaux essais gave straightforward empir- 
icism, viewed as a complete answer, the coup de grace. Wolff and, in the 
1770s, Tetens brought empirical psychology to a higher level of sophis- 
tication. The works of Gay, Hume, Smith, Priestley, Tucker, and 
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Kames, also known by the 1770s, eclipsed the physiological empiricism 
of Hartley, Bonnet, and Condillac as exemplified by Albrecht von 
Haller’s Elementa Physiologiae Corporis Humani (1757-1758). Yet 
Haller, like so many of these thinkers an individual of diverse intelli- 
gence, corresponded with Bodmer and was open to the drive for a new 
and imaginative national literature. 


THE QUICK RESPONSE TO ASSOCIATIONISM 


As a sign of the speed and success with which the association of ideas 
and associationist criticism (a product of empirical psychology ) was de- 
veloping in Germany, we can turn to a small but remarkable volume, 
Michael Hissmann’s Geschichte der Lehre von der Association der 
Ideen, published at Géttingen in 1777. Hissmann traces figures in asso- 
ciationism from Plato to Ernst Platner, including Aristotle, Quintilian, 
Hobbes, Locke, Leibniz, Wolff, Hume, Condillac, Kames, Reid, Beattie, 
Priestley, and Gerard. He notes that much of the impetus for modern 
associationism came from John Gay and that Wolff should be given 
credit for the popularization and spread of associationism in Germany.” 

The last section of Hissmann’s book holds special interest. Drawing 
on Tucker’s Light of Nature Pursued* (Hissmann calls Tucker by his 
nom de plume, Edward Search), Hissmann devotes his concluding 
pages to a new topic, the difference between associated and compound 
ideas and on the nature of trains of ideas. Hissmann distinguishes ideas 
that are simply associated from those that, according to Tucker, form a 
train and then an organic and compact whole, such that one idea con- 
jures up a whole mass (“die ganze Menge”). Hissmann, led by Tucker, 
goes beyond the association of ideas to a blending, joining, and unifying 
of them. In ideas that are bonded together (“‘zusammengesetzten”’), 
boundaries between them disappear. The ideas become, as Hissmann 
says, “so precisely linked together, that a single whole results.” In fact, 
this new operation is the act of a creative imagination, the willful unify- 
ing of ideas into one whole, similar to what Coleridge means by the sec- 
ondary imagination. Hissmann explains, “The characteristic of com- 
pound ideas rests in the unity of the associations in one single whole.”’° 

Furthermore, as Gerard had done and as Tetens was doing that very 
year (1776-1777) in following Gerard, Hissmann finds this process of 
uniting ideas in creative work and in poetry. Like the English critics, he 
quotes Shakespeare to exemplify the principles of association that can 
connect everything into one whole, rejecting—by a sort of intuitive 


* See below, pp. 162-165. 
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judgment—what is not useful. By the end of his history, Hissmann 
turns fully in the direction of art and criticism, and concludes that ““The 
genius runs through a mass of associations without losing his thread.”"! 

Johann G. E. Maass’s Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft (1792 and 
1797) is a more thorough and prolonged treatment of the imagination 
than is Hissmann’s work. Yet Maass is not a startling thinker and adds 
little to Hissmann’s observations about the development of associa- 
tionism into an organic outlook where the mind sees and creates things 
in their totality —a kind of outlook that Hazlitt would best exemplify 
and apply to the arts. Maass does show, however, that the empirical and 
associationist traditions remain vigorous in Germany through the 1790s. 
This empirical strain is maintained in the orderly studies of Ferdinand 
Ueberwasser, G. E. Schulze, J. F. Strohlin, J. L. Gosch, and A. J. 
Dorsch, especially in Stréhlin’s Philosophische Rede tiber die Associa- 
tionsgesetze unserer Begriffe (1788) and Dorsch’s Uber Ideenverbin- 
dung und die darauf gegrtindeten Seelenzustdnde (1788). 


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE IMAGINATION 
ENTERS ARTISTIC THEORY: PLATNER 


Both Hissmann and Maass are primarily empiricsts and historians of 
the work of others. More particular and original studies threw the idea 
of the imagination into new perspectives. For example, four years before 
Tetens’ Philosophische Versuche tiber die Menschliche Natur und Ihre 
Entwicklung appeared in 1776-1777, and four years before Gerard’s 
Essay on Genius became so popular in Germany, Ernst Platner in 1772 
published his Anthropologie fiir Aerzte und Weltweise (Anthropology 
for Doctors and Philosophers). Platner, like Wolff, was already think- 
ing with acuity how to define the difference between Phantasie and 
Einbildungskraft. More important, Platner’s Anthropologie starts from 
the standpoint of a physiologist and an empirical psychologist but then 
unifies empirical psychology with a belief in the immateriality of the 
soul, the Geist or psyche. The result is an idea of the imagination that 
draws on both the concrete and the abstract, the real and the ideal. 
(Eighteen years later, in 1790, Platner came out with an enlarged ver- 
sion of the Anthropologie, whose title indicates what a far-ranging net 
could be cast combining principles of empiricism and inherent qualities 
of the psyche: Neue Anthropologie fur Aerzte und Weltweise Mit be- 
sonderer Ricksicht auf Physiologie, Pathologie, Moralphilosophie und 
Aesthetik.) 

Turning to what he calls “Genie in der Einbildungskraft,” Platner 
assumes that there are different types of genius in the larger sense of the 
word, such as genius for observation (“Genie in der Beobachtung’’) ora 
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genius for invention (“in der Erfindung”’). The striking thing here is 
that he identifies Genie in der Einbildungskraft with art and with artis- 
tic creativity. Imagination is the power to present in concrete, particular 
forms and expressions what before had been only general and abstract 
knowledge, hazy feeling, or impression. The poet’s imagination pro- 
vides a local habitation and a name. By “abstract,” Platner does not 
mean incapable of concrete presentation but previously lacking in con- 
crete form, up to the time it becomes the object of an imaginative act. As 
he explains, ‘““The genius of the orator, the poet, the artist, and the actor 
originates from this liveliness of the imagination in the presentation of 
abstract ideas and shows itself in all manner of sensory presentations of 
a general nature, in personifications, metaphors, and similes.”! 

Poetic invention, maintains Platner, requires three attributes: fancy 
(‘a lively and extensive mechanical fancy”) to supply a large initial 
mass of ideas; a lively imagination (“eine Lebhafte Einbildungskraft’’) 
to connect them, create new wholes, and give these new ideas and 
images sensory form; and an organizing power, or special faculty of the 
soul (“eine besondere Fahigkeit der Seele”’), to give the whole produc- 
tion feeling, beauty, and the aesthetic sense that reconciles opposites and 
contrarieties.'> Although Platner restricts “Einbildungskraft” to the 
second stage of this threefold scheme of poetic invention, he is touching 
on the same kind of poetic process that would be defined further by 
Tetens, Schelling, and Coleridge, and for which “imagination” or “Ein- 
bildungskraft” eventually became the one most commonly accepted 
word. In Tetens and many others, Dichtkraft or Dichtungsvermégen is 
used to characterize the highest act of artistic creation, which Coleridge 
was to call the “secondary imagination,” but for Schelling and for the 
great figures of Romanticism, especially after 1790, “Einbildungskraft” 
becomes the more positive and encompassing word. “Imagination”’ is, 
as Coleridge found out, the only natural translation into Eng- 
lish of Einbildungskraft, Dichtkraft, and its cognates. 


Imagination was becoming the central theme in the consideration of 
genius and creativity in the arts by the 1770s. By the next decade it held 
unquestionable supremacy, and it no longer was possible to sift out 
German criticism and psychology based on empiricism from that based 
on intuitional-cum-aesthetic principles. In so many writers the two mix 
thoroughly. Empiricism, idealism, aesthetics, art, poetry, philosophy, 
genius, and creativity are all being tightly drawn together by their com- 
mon thread, the concept of imagination. 


THE NEW FOCUS 
OF LITERATURE AND MYTH 


L the 1770s the crescendo of Ger- 
man studies on imagination, the creative power, enthusiasm, and genius 
became pronounced. These culminate in the 1790s with works intended 
to be comprehensive, such as Maass’s Versuch tiber die Einbil- 
dungskraft. These books exhibit an agglomeration of empirical psychol- 
ogy, intuitionalism, poetic theory drawn from Homer to the present 
with emphasis on the nature of enthusiasm, and a belief in the ideal 
spirit or Geist of the imaginative act leading to philosophical and reli- 
gious considerations. On the whole, these studies place the imagination 
at the center of the fine arts, especially poetry, and are well informed 
about both the history of and contemporary critical commentary about 
the idea of imagination in England, France, and Germany. 

A telling example of the myriad discussions is the work of Leonhard 
Meister (1741-1811), professor at Zurich, where Bodmer and Brei- 
tinger had published. Although Meister proceeds in a cautious way and 
does not make unbounded claims for the imagination, he approaches 
what he calls “der Zauberglas der Einbildungskraft” (“the magic glass 
of the imagination”) with enormous respect for its power and impor- 
tance in human nature. Meister’s four books overlap in content, as their 
titles indicate: Ueber die Schwermerei (2 vols., 1775-1777) was fol- 
lowed by Versuch ueber die Einbildungskraft (1778), and in 1795 both 
Uber Aberglauben, Einbildungskraft, und Schwdarmerey and his most 
suggestive work, Uber die Einbildungskraft in ihren Einfluss auf Geist 
und Herz. 

In each of these books, Meister speaks eloquently of the persuasive 
grip of the imagination over the mind—over all beliefs, actions, and acts 
of creativity. The imagination provides the driving force not only be- 
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hind superstition but also behind religion, orthodox as well as fanatical 
and pantheistic. Imagination excites and is excited by passion; it is the 
strongest attribute of visionaries and enthusiasts. Imagination serves as 
the nexus and control of every human response and action that deals 
with more than the most simple and purely demonstrable, material side 
of experience. The roots of Meister’s theme run back through notions of 
poetical frenzy and religious mysticism, through Spinoza and Boehme, 
both of whom Meister cites, and into the religio-philosophical mysteries 
of the neo-Platonic, cabalistic, and Egyptian schools, all of which had 
been uncovered since the middle of the eighteenth century in Germany 
by systematic studies in the history of philosophy and the fine arts. But 
Meister assigns the radical and inevitable cause of all human beliefs and 
darkly brilliant intuitions to the imagination and the intense feelings it 
generates.’ 

Meister perceives a potential danger in this overwhelming strength of 
the imagination, a threat of self-deception, of tragic excesses and obscu- 
rity (“Ausschweifungen der Einbildungskraft”), which German think- 
ers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries never mini- 
mized as much as their English counterparts did. Meister’s answer to 
this potential danger is to ally the imagination, with all its creative and 
mystic powers, to philosophy. This union, he believes, forms a true 
alloy of the mind’s otherwise disjointed capabilities. It brings the whole 
man together—heart, soul, body, brain, and feelings—and it establishes 
the individual’s place in society.” In short, all human uncertainties, be- 
liefs, intuitions, and feelings of truth are governed by imagination, and 
these, if joined to a love of wisdom, knowledge, and moral values, fulfill 
man’s estate in the highest degree. The imagination should permeate 
life. An interesting contrast to Meister’s hope for the imagination is John 
Trenchard’s skeptical rationalism in The Natural History of Supersti- 
tion (1709). By a different route, Meister aims at a goal similar to that 
which attracted Keats, a rich imagination, yet one which will save the 
artist from being simply a dreamer caught in superstition and escapist 
fantasy. In fact, it had always been the great humanists, and often the 
religious poets like Dante and Milton, who held out the gift and promise 
of the poetic imagination as a high road to philosophy. 


SULZER’S ESSENTIAL ANALYSIS 


Meister’s thoughts carry him into the uncertain air, and trying to fol- 
low him can cause an attack of Schwarmerei in the sense of confused 
vertigo. But during the years that Meister was writing about the farthest 
reaches and hence most powerful and poorly defined stretches of the 
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imagination, others approached the idea from new directions. Thinkers 
interested in the theory, appreciation, and criticism of the fine arts, 
especially poetry, were now focusing on an analysis of the imagination. 

Johann George Sulzer’s Allgemeine Theorie der Schénen Kinste 
(General Theory of the Fine Arts, 4 vols., 1771-1774, 2nd edition 
1792-1799) sums up the generally accepted place of the imagination in 
the arts throughout the latter half of the eighteenth century in Germany. 
Sulzer’s striking and condensed articles on Einbildungskraft and Dich- 
tungskraft show how well-formed and directly the “romantic” concept 
of the imagination comes from the Enlightenment. The Allgemeine 
Theorie is an extensive encyclopedia of terms used in the fine arts, 
which frequently resembles Jean Baptiste Du Bos’ Critical Reflections. 
Sulzer devotes little attention to psychological or metaphysical back- 
ground, so what he assumes is telling. The power of the imagination in 
its elementary perception, its contribution to memory, and its repro- 
duction of both ideas and inner feelings or intuitions is completely taken 
for granted. Sulzer, who knew Bodmer, focuses directly on imagination 
in the arts, and he assumes imagination to be a massively important 
power of the mind in general, and everyone, he implies, is now taking 
this for granted. His purpose is therefore to examine imagination “only 
in so far as the superior gift of the artist and as its effect on works of taste 
can be admired.” Specifically, the imagination “‘is really the mother of 
all the fine arts, and through it especially the artist differentiates himself 
from other men.” Only in the soul of the artist does imagination work 
with a pre-eminent liveliness and elastic power. The imagination of the 
artist converts a mass of ideas, feelings, and impressions into the sen- 
suous and identifiable work of art, which distills, unifies, and symbolizes 
experience. In order to accomplish this, the imagination must be profuse 
and vivid, but also regular, directed to one end, and sharing in some kind 
of organized judgment. “Leichtigkeit” (an ease that makes no mistakes), 
“Lebhaftigkeit” (vivacity or liveliness), and “Ausdehnung” (range) are 
qualities of the artistic imagination, recalling Gerard’s ‘“‘activity,” “fertil- 
ity and regularity,” and “‘methodizing power” of the imagination of ge- 
nius. 

Imagination is capable in itself of absorbing and assuming all these 
“separate” qualities. It is the surest foundation of taste and aesthetic 
value. Furthermore, the artist’s imagination usually fixes on an object 
with intensity and enthusiasm. This gusto and concentration on the par- 
ticular, seeing deep into the nature of a thing, becomes an important 
tenet of romantic art, poetry, and criticism. In England it is best ex- 
pressed by Hazlitt and Keats. 

The imagination, says Sulzer, also works most powerfully when it 
brings forth the specific and the particular to act as a symbol of a larger 
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network of associated ideas and experiences. The concrete particular is 
important because the imagination sees in it the suggestion of something 
much larger. Handled by a genius, the most common word comes alive 
and resonates with meaning. As an example, Sulzer gives the poignant 
phrase in the sixth book of the Aeneid, “Tu Marcellus eris,” where 
Aeneas, peering as a visionary into Rome’s future, foresees simultan- 
eously both the brilliant promise and the tragic death of Augustus’ 
nephew and son-in-law, nineteen-year-old Marcellus, who promised to 
be a second great Marcellus. The verb eris invokes a profound sense of 
Rome’s history and predicament shortly after the civil wars. Virgil was 
writing soon after the death of Marcellus, in 23 B.c., about the forebearer 
of Rome, Aeneas, who is pictured as looking ahead from far in the past 
to both the auspicious hope and the terrible death of the noble young 
man. The meaning of evis, besides ‘‘you will be,” seems just as clearly to 
be “you would have been” or “you will have been.” The future promise, 
the tragic sense of human events, the gates of horn, the gates of ivory, 
are all embodied in this one word, at which Octavia, hearing Virgil read 
it aloud, is said to have fainted. Sulzer thus stresses what becomes a 
major critical preoccupation for the Romantics, how the imagination 
creates highly specific touches (similar to Dryden’s “life-touches”’), 
symbols, and words to present something in life that is so full of feeling, 
meaning, and the richness of experience that it seems ineffable. It cannot 
be described, only suggestively evoked. 

By implication, the imagination fuses the particular with more uni- 
versal feelings and ideas. As Sulzer states, imaginative art also activates 
the imagination of the audience, an idea that goes back at least as far as 
Addison. This is how “‘suggestivity” works, by engaging the completing 
power of the audience’s own imagination. ““Then the imagination of 
those who hear or see the artist’s work comes to his aid. If through any 
of the latent qualities in the work this imagination takes on a vivid effect, 
it will thereupon complete what remains by itself.”* 

We should remember that this is a short article, not at all militant or 
earth-shaking in tone, and one that has roots directly in the heart of the 
Enlightenment. This fact sinks in all the more when we discover that 
Sulzer makes two crucial distinctions routinely assumed to come largely 
from later romantic theory. Sulzer’s own distinction between “fancy” 
and “imagination” is reserved for the complete chapter on that topic. 
The other is his distinction between Eimbildungskraft and Dich- 
tungskraft, which parallels Tetens’ and Gerard’s distinction discussed 
in the next chapter. It also prefigures Schelling’s and Coleridge’s divi- 
sion of the imagination into primary and secondary levels. 

From 1770 on, the tendency to separate Phantasie, Einbildungskraft, 
and Dichtungskraft, or their equivalents, is a common practice in Ger- 
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man thought. Sulzer’s major points concerning Einbildungskraft and its 
higher, more lively and creative counterpart, Dichtungskraft, though 
not so rich in philosophical implications as either Schelling’s or Cole- 
ridge’s positions, are lucid and viable. Moreover, Sulzer intentionally re- 
stricts himself to the fine arts. “The poetic power,” he says, ‘“‘is a special 
attribute of the imagination, and is the more extended and vivid.” This 
special power, Dichtungskraft, combines more and invents the forms to 
present its unified combinations in a better organized, directed, and in- 
spired way than “imagination” taken in the broader sense. Dich- 
tungskraft presents an altered and transformed experience and shapes 
images or things that have never before been directly apprehended 
through the senses: it is “the power to create images (concepts, percep- 
tions) from objects of the senses, and of the internal sense, that have 
never been immediately perceived before.” In order to accomplish this 
creative act, Dichtungskraft must pull apart, rearrange, or ‘‘melt” the 
disjointed and dissolved elements of experience and then, with this raw 
material (“abgezogene und schwere Begriffe’’), fashion new images, 
characters, and ideas. Dichtungskraft creates, finally, a wholly new and 
total impression. It idealizes in the sense that it tries to fulfill an ideal, 
and hence truthful, form through the creation of new being, new indi- 
viduals, and new images. Dichtungskraft generates an organic work of 
art in its idealized or perfected totality (Vollkommenheit). Sulzer de- 
scribes this complex, with an echo of Theseus’ speech: “Through the 
poetic power, abstract and difficult notions take on a bodily form by 
which they are vividly and easily grasped; through this power charac- 
ters, morals, actions, and incidents acquire the highest level of convinc- 
ing probability in which each particular is set in its own proper light and 
the truth of the whole becomes more visible.” 

The general and “lower” power of imagination itself (Einbil- 
dungskraft) presents us with the world—it continually images the 
world into us, similar to Coleridge’s eternal act of creation of “the infi- 
nite | AM” repeated in the “finite mind.” Thus Sulzer says of Eznbil- 
dungskraft, “Through it, the world—as far as we have seen and experi- 
enced it—rests in us.” But when linked to the poetic power, as 
Dichtungskraft, it becomes “the creatrix of a new world.” The special 
reach of Dichtungskraft permits the imagination to shape a new uni- 
verse of experience, the “golden world” of Sidney’s Apology, a world in 
which Shelley’s embers of divinity in man catch fire. In Goleridge’s 
phrase, the person who creates and enters this world has “drunk the 
milk of Paradise.” By the power of Dichtungskraft, argues Sulzer, “We 
place ourselves in the midst of a paradisical scene of overflowing riches 
and charming agreeableness.”° This concept is found in Shaftesbury, 
Addison, and Hamann as well; it goes back at least as far as the neo-Pla- 
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tonic strain in Renaissance Italian criticism. Many critics of the eigh- 
teenth century and even Hobbes, seemingly rigid in his empiricism, hint 
at this higher world of imaginative truth. The important thing is that 
Sulzer splits the imagination into two levels and defines them carefully. 
As a result, there is an increased stress on art and on the individual art- 
ist, as well as a deeper analysis of the imagination and a new reverence 
for it. 

Sulzer makes a special claim for poetry. The other arts, he asserts, ad- 
dress themselves to the senses. We hear music, dance and painting we 
see, but the words of poetry are actually directed to the reader’s imagi- 
nation and not to his senses. The poet, therefore, expresses the highest 
potential of Dichtungskraft: “Among artists the poet requires this 
power in the highest degree, because he seeks to cultivate the widest 
range of presentation, and also especially on this account, that he never 
writes for the senses, but for the imagination.” 

This double-barreled quality of poetry, which capitalizes on the 
range of Dichtungskraft in the artist and the corresponding range of 
imagination (Einbildungskraft) in the audience, places it first among 
the fine arts. For much the same reason Schelling was to call poetry the 
most “‘ideal”’ of all the arts. As examples of great artists, Sulzer picks 
Phidias, Shakespeare, and Samuel Richardson.* 


IN THE CRITICAL WHIRLWIND 


Sulzer’s references include Tetens, Platner, Duff, Gerard, and Mura- 
tori. But to get a better idea of the profound and widespread sharing of 
interest in the imagination from 1750 through 1790 in Germany, one 
must turn to a unique book. This is the Litterarische Zusdtze [Literary 
Supplements| zu Johann George Sulzers allgemeiner Theorie der 
schénen Ktinste (1796) by Friedrich Blankenburg, which draws on the 
surprising number of books on the imagination that were known in Ger- 
many in those crucial decades. Under “Einbildungskraft” Blankenburg 
cites Tetens, Gerard, Duff, Meister, Maass, and Platner (Gerard is given 
the largest summary ). He includes James Beattie’s Dissertations Moral 


* Sulzer may have included Phidias the sculptor because of passages in Plotinus (En- 
neads V. viii, i), Cicero (Ad M. Brutum Orator, ii, 8-10), and Seneca (Epistle LXV) that 
were well known in the eighteenth century and which stress that Phidias did not copy 
nature but imitated the ideal and formative beauty that nature had engendered in his own 
mind. Coleridge’s distinction between copy and imitation, as well as his idea of art imi- 
tating primarily the beautiful in nature, draw support from these passages, too. Sidney in 
his Apology for Poetry had made the same claim as Sulzer for the ideal superiority of po- 
etry: “whereas other Arts retain themselves within their subject, and receive... their 
being from it, the poet only bringeth his own stuff, and doth not learn a conceit out of a 
matter, but maketh matter for a conceit.” 
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and Critical (1783) and D. Tiedemann’s Untersuchungen tiber den 
Menschen (1778). Works by Christian Garve, Gerard’s translator, and 
by E. L. Wieland are cited, as is G. H. Richerz’s 1785 German transla- 
tion of Muratori’s Della forza della fantasia umana. The list even in- 
cludes Pico della Mirandola’s De Imaginatione sive Phantasia (in the 
1533 and later editions) and an esoteric work by the Marquis de Feu- 
quiéres, Phantasiologie, ou Lettres philosophiques...sur la faculté 
imaginative (1760). 

The thirty-five entries under the article on “Genie” contain many ref- 
erences to the imagination as the essential characteristic of genius. 
Spanish, French, English, and German works are represented, among 
them the studies or remarks on genius by Du Bos, Addison, Duff, 
Gerard, Reynolds, and Beattie, and even the minor contributions of 
Thomas Belsham and J. W. Parsons (Hints on Producing Genius, 
1790). The German list is rich, too, with early studies such as 
S.F. Trescho’s Betracht tiber das Genie (1755) and C. F. Flogel’s 
essays appearing in Vermischten Beytrage zur Philosophie und den 
schénen Wissenschaften (1762) and his own Geschichte des menschli- 
chen Verstandes (1765). 

Of particular importance in Blankenburg’s research is a little-known 
discussion by P. Gang entitled Vom aesthetischen Genie und seinen Ei- 
genschaften (1785). Gang differentiates the genius or imagination of the 
artist (“Dichtkraft”) from the imaginative power of other individuals, 
and thus he joins the marked tendency to divide imagination into at least 
two levels. Genius “is a markedly higher, more distinguished degree of 
the mind’s faculties, which make the person in whom it appears skillful 
in the creation of work of pre-eminent quality; and the constituents of 
which are a sprightly, expansive, and lively fancy (Phantasie), and a 
ready, strong, and extensive imagination (Dichtkraft).”* Here is an- 
other distinction between fancy and the artist’s imagination. 

Although Blankenburg indicates how thoroughly and acutely the idea 
of the imagination was developing, there are other works on the subject 
than those he names, and considerations wider than his bibliographical 
approach suggests. For example, Sulzer’s Theorie der Dichtkunst 
(1788) reinforces the importance of the imagination. It is not only sen- 
sory observation, says Sulzer, that garners and supplies the elementary 
materials for images, but imagination itself, which is a life-giving power. 
It reaches the realm of spiritual powers and ideas, and with this power it 
unifies dissipated and abstracted ideas and notions, transforming lifeless 
things into living forms (“die Dichtungskraft, die abgezogenen Begrif- 
fen einen Korper giebt, die leblose Dinge in lebendige Wesen verwan- 
delt”). The images that result are different from those found in nature 
(“Die Lebhaftigkeit der Einbildungskraft ist die einzige Quelle dieser 


The New Focus of Literature and Myth 109 


Bilder”). Furthermore, Sulzer views the imagination as a power that, to 
produce good art, must be charged with passion, feeling, enthusiasm, 
and intensity of purpose.” Such qualities reflect an aesthetic outlook, 
which is a throwback to ideas of Longinus, John Dennis, and Shaftes- 
bury, as well as to the feeling, benevolent sides of the imagination. An- 
other work of Sulzer’s, Unterredungen tiber die Schénheit der Natur 
(1774, but written in the 1760s), posits an aesthetic and moral sensibil- 
ity responsible for the human warmth and dimension of the imagina- 
tion. 


THE REGROUNDING OF PHILOSOPHY 


In the strengthening conviction of Sulzer and others that poetry cre- 
ates a new and different world, a world where sensible things may be 
the direct embodiment of forces and ideals, the theory of imaginative 
creation interpenetrates with the critical philosophy. The imagination, 
in effect, works through poetry to present a sensuous imitation of the 
transcendental and spiritual worlds in general. This produces a “higher” 
aesthetic that goes beyond visible nature and comes face to face with the 
forces and essences of nature, whether permanent or themselves in evo- 
lution and flux. The role of the imagination widens as it participates in 
this new imitation, one that is geistig, even geistlich, receiving support 
from the critical philosophy, from the rampant interest in neo-Platon- 
ism, and from those, like Blake, Hamann, Lessing, and Coleridge, who 
revered the Bible as a holy poem “imitating” the Word and spirit of 
God. 

In the study of the Bible, as well as of early Egyptian and Greek reli- 
gious poetry, there was fresh interest not only in the origins of language 
but also in the early sacred texts and why they seem to be beautifully 
poetic in their profound mixture of the sensual and the spiritual. Look- 
ing back to the Bible, to Egyptian, and to Indic myths, both scholars and 
poets started to create what we might call the anthropology of the imagi- 
nation. Robert Lowth’s De sacra Poesi Hebraeorum praelectiones 
(1753) was annotated by J. D. Michaelis in its first German edition in 
1758, and in 1787 it appeared in its first, familiar English translation, 
Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews. Lowth’s popular work 
influenced Hamann and one of Hamann’s early admirers, Herder. 

These men also drew from the work of others, including Michaelis 
himself. Hamann envisioned language as divinely inspired, a form of 
heavenly music turned to words. Herder’s The Spirit of Hebrew Po- 
etry—translated by the American James Marsh and published in Bur- 
lington, Vermont, in 1833—is an example of what the new interest in 
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biblical poetry was accomplishing.’° Here, in a nexus, converge the be- 
liefs that man carries within himself an inspired gift of expression and 
that he possesses a natural poetry springing from his inner being and 
reaching up through the natural world, using nature as its source of 
images, until it attains an awareness of the divine expressed through na- 
ture yet “above” the material universe. Here, too, the imaginative pro- 
cess is seen in the context of what the natural man, unspoiled by a 
highly developed and artificial civilization, can create and how—in this 
condition—natural genius transforms things in the natural world into 
myths and symbols of the divine." Blake is at the heart of this long and 
complex tradition. The study of ancient sacred poetry led many to be- 
lieve that religious verse is the most powerful utterance and proof of the 
inherent relationship between God’s creation and the creativity of man. 
Writers and critics encouraged new attempts at religious poetry, hoping 
to free the imagination to express that relationship between God and 
man which had already established many patterns and archetypes from 
the author of Genesis to John Milton. 

An expanded sense of imitation and a confidence in the ability of 
man’s imagination to body forth ideal forms and spirits naturally re- 
leases the deepest potentialities of myth and symbol, for these are in- 
tended to imitate not sensuous nature itself but that which is of itself 
creating, generative, and formative. The aesthetic that in writers like 
Burke had held relatively close to the empirical and sensuous was pre- 
served but now lifted into another realm. 

In 1787 Christoph Meiners (1747-1810), professor of philosophy at 
Gottingen, published his Grundriss der Theorie und Geschichte der 
schénen Wissenschaften. This work exemplifies the striking transition 
taking place from an aesthetic that is largely empirical and sense- 
oriented to one that retains the empirical but also seeks to attain the spir- 
itual and active force of the ideal which shapes the material world in the 
first place. This aesthetic depends on the imagination to penetrate into 
the ideal world and, as Coleridge would say, to “elaborate essence into 
existence.” The background Meiners has in mind reflects both the em- 
pirical or real and the spiritual or ideal. He mentions both Burke and 
Hogarth (the Analysis of Beauty), as well as Hutcheson, Kames, 
Gerard, Beattie, and Hugh Blair. But Meiners turns equally to Winckel- 
mann, Anton Raphael Mengs, Moses Mendelssohn, and Sulzer—all of 
whom tend to be less empirically bound than the British, but who rec- 
ognize the absolute necessity of the empirical and the concrete, without 
which art could not exist. As a result, Meiners sees the imagination as it 
presents not simply the real and the natural but also the spiritual, that 
which we call “unreal” in the sense that it has not hitherto appeared in 
the physical world. The products of an imagination that directly imi- 
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tates these ideals and forms are symbolic and carry within themselves a 
greater diversity of meaning and representation of beauty and truth. 
This greater diversity is brought to bear through the unified medium of 
the symbol, which itself must be concrete and sensuous. 

In his chapter “Ueber das Imaginativ-Schéne, oder tiber die schénen 
Werke der Einbildungskraft,”’ Meiners states his fundamental premise 
that the imagination presents 


not only real circumstances as they appear in nature, but it also embel- 
lishes the beautiful, and even the indifferent and the ugly, transforms the 
real, creates things that never were, and places both real and imaginary 
things in orders and combinations different from those in which they are 
ever found in the real world. It is not surprizing, therefore, if its beautiful 
productions are, according to the variety of symbols it employs, of such a 
great diversity." 


Sulzer himself had said of Dichtungskraft, the highest level of imagina- 
tion, “durch ste wird das geistliche Wesen der Dinge uns sichtbar”— 
through it the spiritual essence of things is made manifest to us. The 
concept of the imagination, then, as applied to a wider aesthetic realm 
and extended to the spiritual, ideal, and transcendental, helps explain 
the repeated use of Geist to characterize the power of artistic genius. But 
many factors promoted the union of poetry, imagination, philosophy, 
and ultimately religion. Much of the impetus came from antiquarian re- 
search and from philosophy, in the latter case not only from Kant and 
the critical philosophy but from a systematic revival of interest in the 
history of philosophy that reinterpreted neo-Platonism, myths, mys- 
teries, and Spinoza. 

Meiners shared this renewed vision of philosophy, now fortified with 
a belief and confidence in the imagination. He wrote on ancient Egyp- 
tian religion and on the anthropology and thought of early Russia. He 
produced a history of religion, works on ancient Greece, and an intel- 
lectual history of the first centuries A.D., titled Beytrag zur geschichte 
der denkart der ersten Jahrhunderte nach Christi geburt, in einigen 
betrachtungen tiber die neu-platonische philosophie (1782). Meiners 
was carrying on an established practice in writing these studies. Jakob 
Brucker (1696-1770) was one of the more remarkable people engaged in 
this work. Rector of the Stadtlateinschule in Kaufbeuren, Bavaria, 
Brucker wrote two monumental works, Historia critica philosophiae 
and Kurtze Fragen aus der philosophische Geschichte. The table of 
contents of Kurtze Fragen could provide topical notes for Coleridge’s 
Philosophical Lectures, themselves in the vein of Brucker and Meiners, 
among others. 

As the neo-Platonists, Pythagoreans, and Spinoza were resurrected, 
they were reinterpreted not only through a deepened historical under- 
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standing but also through the newly ground lens of imagination. In 
turn, reinterpreting philosophy in this way enriched and expanded the 
idea of the imagination. Just as the “Eastern Tale” from the late seven- 
teenth century, Pope, Andrew Ramsay’s Travels of Cyrus (1728), and 
Coleridge’s Kubla Khan helped release the imagination, so the study of 
Plotinus, Proclus, Synesius, the Bible viewed as mystical philosophy, 
and the relatively recent pantheism of Spinoza seemed equally likely to 
attribute almost holy powers of knowledge and intuition to the imagina- 
tion. Just as philosophy and religion were seen as processes evolving in 
time, so the imagination, including the collective imagination of man- 
kind, was seen to hold the promise of recognizing and achieving a trans- 
formation and development of what is real and empirical through the 
formative and active power of the ideal and the spiritual. 


ESCAPING REASON AND ALLUSION 


Research turned not only to the history of philosophical thought, in- 
cluding aesthetics, but to the history of myth as well, and the result was 
freer play in what was considered acceptable, and greater range in what 
was considered desirable, for products of the imagination. This new re- 
search and curiosity held wide implications for the idea of the imagina- 
tion.* 

Giambattista Vico, whose important third edition of The New Sci- 
ence (1725) appeared in the last year of his life, 1744, hoped to establish 
a rational study of myth and of the early development of man.'? The 
more Vico pursued his work, the more he realized that the first cause of 
myth is not really external; it is not found simply by studying the revo- 
lutions of the moon or the cycle of crops. The cause is internal, seated in 
man’s complete nature, in his emotional and archetypal character, only 
part of which is rational. Vico concluded, according to Burton Feldman, 
that “Not reason but imagination must ... be the key to myth.” And 
myth involves religion, too. Vico’s greatest impact was not felt until 
after 1800, but he was read somewhat in the eighteenth century, espe- 
cially in Germany, by Herder among others, and his work indicates that 
a rational study of history and ancient fragments was actually enlarging 
upon the generation and evolution of the mind’s imaginative power. 

Throughout the middle of the eighteenth century, German studies 


* Readers familiar with studies of myth in the eighteenth century will recognize my 
use of The Rise of Modern Mythology , 1680-1860 by Burton Feldman and Robert D. 
Richardson (Bloomington, 1972); also Frank Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Con- 
fronts the Gods (Cambridge, Mass., 1959). 
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turned to Greece and the Hellenistic world. At Gottingen, also re- 
nowned for the study of modern literatures, J. M. Gesner and his suc- 
cessor Christian Heyne attempted to understand the origins and mean- 
ing of Greek art more completely than anyone ever had before. 
Although largely philological in orientation, Heyne’s work discusses 
myth and aesthetics at length. Relatively ignored is the insightful work 
by Karl Philipp Moritz, especially his Gétterlehre oder mythologische 
Dichtungen der Alten, published in Vienna the year before Moritz died 
in 1793 in his late thirties. Goethe may have collaborated on the Gétter- 
lehre. The beginning of this book summarizes many ties that the later 
Enlightenment had found linking myth, religion, and the imagination. 
Moritz, who spent time in England and remarks in his Travels about the 
popular appeal of Paradise Lost, distills several decades of the mingled 
interest in the ancient world, religion, and man’s creative impulse: 


Mythological poems must be considered as a language of imagination: as 
such, they make a world for themselves . .. The essence of imagination is 
to form and shape ... It flees the concept of a being which has no begin- 
ning; in imagination, all is origin, procreation and birth, as in the most 
ancient stories of the gods. None of the higher essences or beings which 
imagination represents is eternal; none derive from unbounded power. 


The imagination, then, is eternally creative, like Coleridge’s “primary” 
and presumably “‘secondary” imagination. It catches the flux and muta- 
bility of the world in sensuous shapes and deifies the “higher essences” 
of the world, in which the “primary principle . . . is power, to which all 
else is secondary.” 

Moritz takes a major step when he identifies the basic impulse of 
myth with the imaginative transformation of the transcendental and the 
ideal powers and essences of nature into the concrete and actual. Yet, he 
states, “none of the higher essences or beings ... is eternal.” As the 
imagination catches the spiritual and the material in their mixing evolu- 
tion and apprehends this poetry of the cosmos, it also “seeks to make its 
forms as individualized as possible: so imagination transfers the concept 
of these higher and prevailing powers ... to beings now represented as 
actual, and to these are attributed the birth, names, genealogy, and form 
of men.”’'* Schelling and Coleridge would reiterate that imagination is 
the principle of individuation and consequently of personal identity. 
Moritz’s formulation shows the probable influence of Leibniz and Shaf- 
tesbury, and the certain influence of the neo-Platonists, the new theories 
of the fine arts, and the researches into the past that attempted a history 
of consciousness. 

Moritz indicates that myths, symbols, and art in general were being 
considered as the bodily and immanent manifestations of the mind’s 
transcendental ideals of nature and even of the mind itself. In the first 
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instance, Poseidon and all the myths and poetry about the sea were, to 
the Greeks, the best definition of the Ding-an-Sich, or, we might say, 
the Kraft-an-Sich of the sea. In the second instance, Narcissus and Eros 
were part of the expression of archetypal human nature. In this way, art 
could answer the “‘scientific” and psychological inquiry that Vico, 
Tetens, Kames, and many others had put: what is the nature of man, and 
what does it tell us about art? By the work of his imagination everything 
in him is expressed and given outward form. To understand what his 
poetry means is to understand the inner man, the material world, and 
those higher ideals that work through both the material world and the 
inner psyche. Poetry and psychology, like poetry and philosophy, are 
able to interpret each other through the translating medium of the imag- 
ination. Keats was magnetically attracted to Greek myth for some of 
these reasons, as was Shelley, though Shelley’s interest is more exclu- 
sively Platonic, more concerned with unchanging, permanent truths and 
ideas. In myth we also give tangible form to the interaction between the 
actual and the “unreal.” Women give birth to a god’s child, or mortals 
challenge the mythic forces of nature; this mixture of the truth of poetry 
with the truth of external reality, this compounded experience, which 
Moritz calls a “twilight horizon,” is possible only through the imagina- 
tion. 

Winckelmann and Lessing turned the rising Hellenism to a direct 
consideration of aesthetics and art theory, hoping to affect the practice 
of contemporary artists. This development strengthened through the 
1750s and 1760s. Germany was having a love affair with Greece, and the 
concept of the imagination matured in the southern warmth of this 
amity. The German admiration of the Hellenic was not merely roman- 
ticized, at least not in the shallow sense, but reflected real knowledge 
and thought. Scholarship was trying to answer questions about Greek 
art that would indicate something about the Greek spirit and imagina- 
tion, questions that would help the modern artist. The ideal, as Edward 
Young had said in his Conjectures on Original Composition (1759, 
translated the next year into German), was not to imitate the [iad but 
to emulate the spirit and the values that had caused and supported the 
flowering of ancient Greece. There had been since the early years of the 
century a corresponding interest in the older expressions of the Nordic 
and German imaginations. In England Thomas Gray, William Stukeley, 
Hugh Blair, and Thomas Percy tried to piece together the elements of 
the Nordic, the Welsh, the Druidical, and other early phases of man’s 
“northern” imaginative experience and creations. These, as much as 
Greek myth, stirred interest and stimulated artists. Ossian and even 
Faust can be seen as outgrowths of this general attitude, highlighted by 
the feeling that southern myths look “outward,” while northern ones 
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peer “inward” to the psyche and ultimately to the psyche’s contempla- 
tion of itself. 

Herder, who markedly influenced the young Goethe, approaches 
most of these avenues of the imagination, including myths from differ- 
ent cultures, ancient poetry, religion, origins of language, anthropology, 
art history, the history of philosophy, and symbolism, and his octopal 
reach interconnects and vitalizes the bonds between these various ave- 
nues, each one of which was revealing—even as it was being revealed 
by~—the increasingly complex and wonderful idea of the imagination. 

From the early 1770s, half a dozen years before Tetens’ Philoso- 
phische Versuche and almost ten years before Kant’s first Critique, 
Herder stirred the currents of new ideas. Working on a religious and 
quasi-mystical foundation, gained in part from Hamann—a foundation 
that acts as a substratum for much of his work—Herder began to import 
and to theorize about English criticism of Shakespeare and also of 
“primitive” works, including Ossian.'* Through Herder, the influence 
passed into German criticism of such works as Thomas Blackwell’s An 
Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer (1735) and his Letters 
Concerning Mythology (1748), and Robert Wood’s Essay on the Origi- 
nal Genius of Homer (1769, first published under another title in 
1767). 

Since the 1730s and 1740s in England there had been an interest-— 
more amateur than the German interest bursting on the scene ten to 
twenty years later—concerning the imaginative qualities of primitive 
poetry and of myth. Akenside’s Pleasures of Imagination had appeared 
in 1744, the year Herder was born, but Akenside also wrote another 
long and startling poem, Hymn to the Naiads, which Douglas Bush has 
described as “‘the most notable mythological poem of the century.” To 
the Hymn Akenside appended learned notes on the nature of myth, 
which imply that the possibilities of myth remain open to modern writ- 
ers. In composing myths, the poet is free to turn his imagination to “rep- 
resenting the mutual agreement or opposition of the corporeal and moral 
powers of the world: which hath been accounted the very highest office 
of poetry.”' 

Herder follows, elaborates, and connects some of the suggestive but 
scattered work of the early and middle part of the century. He crystal- 
lizes it into large and inspired concepts having to do with the philosophy 
of history, types of myth in various lands and cultures, the origin of lan- 
guage, great indivdual poets, and the anthropological and historical 
causes of poetry—all of which have, as a locus communis, the human 
imagination. Herder also encouraged writers of the 1770s and 1780s, like 
Goethe, not to imitate Greek myths but to turn to stories belonging to 
the Germanic and Nordic past. 
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THE RENOVATION OF SPINOZA 


The ferment of critical and historical ideas underwent a further 
heated change when it assimilated the rising influence of Shaftesbury 
and Spinoza. In Shaftesbury the Germans saw not only an emphasis on 
feeling and on moral sentiment but also a Platonism, or neo-Platonism, 
that was geistlich and operated in and through the natural world. 
Shaftesbury’s work encouraged the belief that nature is a work of art 
through which the artist’s spirit is creatively moving. As the long- 
standing interest in Shaftesbury intensified, it helped to initiate a fasci- 
nation with Spinoza, who had remained in the relative background dur- 
ing the early and middle years of the century. Approached in the spirit 
of Shaftesbury and interpreted through the idea of the imagination, 
Spinoza could fit in with a dynamic, organic view of the universe in 
which there is no dualism. In fact, the idea of the imagination solved the 
potential problem of dualism in Spinoza and permitted him to challenge 
Leibniz as the modern philosopher with the greatest openness for devel- 
opment and for applications to aesthetics, morality, and religion.'” 

Spinoza uses imaginatio in two senses. However different, they are 
not contradictory, and both senses, already traditional in his own time, 
persist to the present day. Jmaginatio is first a term for sensation, a 
neutral and passive receptivity that contains neither truth nor error.'* 
Without denying this rudimentary psychological definition, Spinoza 
also identifies imagination as the prophetic and visionary power, the gift 
to receive divine truth and to transform it into particular symbols and 
myths. This is the imagination later proclaimed by Blake, Shelley, and 
in some moods by Wordsworth, the kind of imagination that Coleridge 
found expressed in the writings of Jakob Boehme and Eziekiel. In his 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) Spinoza says: “As the prophets 
perceived the revelations of God by the aid of imagination, they could 
indisputably perceive much that is beyond the boundary of the intel- 
lect... The prophets perceived nearly everything in parables and alle- 
gories ... for such is the usual method of imagination.”’” 

Yet these two rather conventional treatments of the imagination do 
not represent Spinoza’s most striking contribution to the idea as a 
whole. He provided an opportunity, for it was his pantheism (or at least 
what was often interpreted as his pantheism) that offered a philosophy 
to which another concept of the imagination could be engrafted. The 
result was a new and remarkable scheme of thought. The idea of a 
transforming and active imagination in man, God, and nature affords the 
thought of Spinoza a dynamic quality it otherwise lacks. Romantic 
Spinozism is largely a result of his system as interpreted by and tailored 
to a concept of the imagination as force. This imagination lends a power 
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of creativity, of interchanging what is material and what is spiritual, of 
seeing the infinite in the finite, which rescues his philosophy and pre- 
vents it from collapsing into what many thought to be an entropy 
governed by bare logic. Although Spinoza continued to have bitter op- 
ponents, Schelling’s comment in Ideen zu einer Philosophie der Natur 
(1797, 2nd edition 1803) is typical of the reverential attitude toward 
him—a comment that was almost surely influenced by Jacobi’s Ueber 
die Lehre des Spinoza (1785, enlarged 1789): “The first who with full 
consciousness looked upon spirit and matter as one, thought and exten- 
sion simply as modifications of the same principle, was Spinoza. His 
system was the first bold design of a creative imagination that in the idea 
of the infinite, pure as such [that is, remaining as purely One in itself], 
immediately conceived the finite, and recognized the latter only through 
the former.””° 

Without the newly expanding idea of the creative imagination, Spi- 
noza’s system encountered a barrier insurmountable from both sides. 
Either the infinite was chopped into a finite number of pieces, or a finite 
number of pieces were put together to constitute the infinite, and hence 
the divine; the spiritual and material, as also the One and the many, 
seemed isolated from each other. If only the infinite One could create 
and yet also be 7 what it created as “separate” and finite! The imagina- 
tion was now seen as an active force, a creating God, and thus as a creat- 
ing drive in nature that continually affirmed and extended itself through 
the particular yet flowed from the original idea of the infinite, and this 
creative imagination was, to many, becoming the holy fountainhead. In 
addition, the study of ancient myths of creation, such as those of the 
Greek gods Pan and Demiurgos or of the Hebrew Eloiah and the tetra- 
grammaton, added a rich and diversified fabric of speculation and poe- 
tizing that was interlaced through the original framework of Spinoza. 


10 


THE GREAT METAMORPHOSIS: 
TETENS AND KANT 


he works of Kant form an isthmus 
across which ideas passed and were transformed as they migrated from 
the Enlightenment to Romanticism. Kant added much, especially in his 
transcendental deduction, aesthetics, and the notion of synthesis. Yet he 
received the idea of imagination primarily from Tetens, the amazing 
psychologist who was familiar not only with British works on criticism 
and philosophy but with several other traditions, from strict empiricism 
to the schools of Leibniz and Shaftesbury. Tetens himself drew exten- 
sively on mid-century associationism and commentators on genius, no- 
tably Alexander Gerard. 

Kant and Tetens stand like two colossi in their concepts of the imagi- 
nation. Although Kant’s stature may seem more imposing, it is only be- 
cause of his greater fame and influence deriving from the other subjects 
he treated. For on the nature of the imagination, Kant stands largely on 
the shoulders of Tetens, who in turn is well informed about nearly all 
eighteenth-century views of the imagination as they had been formu- 
lated by 1775. In both these thinkers the concept of the imagination is 
the crucial element in their work, the idea on which more advances, 
questions, uncertainties, and assertions center than on any other single 
idea. To understand the idea of the imagination in Enlightenment and 
Romantic Germany, it is necessary to understand both what Tetens 
says about the imagination and how Kant carries the idea, once placed in 
his hands, into a new realm and destiny. 
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TETENS’ CENTRAL IMPORTANCE AND 
INDEBTEDNESS TO GERARD 


Johann Nicolaus Tetens (1736-1807) links together British associa- 
tionists and investigators of genius, especially Gerard, with German 
transcendental thinkers, Kant in particular. He directly influenced 
Coleridge. Tetens’ whole approach is psychometaphysical, and his 
major work, the Philosophische Versuche tiber die menschliche Natur 
und ihre Entwicklung (Philosophical Essays on Human Nature and Its 
Development), probes how the psyche, through complex and intercon- 
nected faculties, relates itself to the outside world. The two volumes of 
the Versuche appeared in 1776-1777 and fall between Leibniz’s Nouw- 
veaux essais and Kant’s major works. Kant carefully studied the Ver- 
suche. In 1804 on Malta Coleridge was reading Tetens, and on 
Christmas Day he wrote in his notebook, “In the Preface of my Me- 
taphys. Works I should say—Once & all read Tetens, Kant, Fichte, 
&c—®& there you will trace or if you are on the hunt, track me.”! In his 
marginalia on the Versuche (I, xii), Coleridge speaks of “so sound a 
thinker as Tetens.” Tetens, born twelve years before Hartley published 
Obervations on Man, was still alive when Coleridge read the Versuche. 
Tetens’ life spans all major developments from mechanical associa- 
tionism to a high-blown, transcendental idea of imagination. In the Ver- 
suche are seen, either directly or in solution, the distinction between 
“fancy” and “imagination” and also the various levels or degrees of 
imagination itself that were soon to be explored by Kant, Schelling, and 
Coleridge. So Tetens is, in the true sense, a seminal figure. 

Tetens gave the imagination a huge scope, his treatment of it covering 
the first one hundred fifty pages of the fifteen-hundred-page work. He 
seems to have placed it first in the book because of his awareness that he 
was introducing relatively new and important complexities to psychol- 
ogy. He divides imagination into three levels, an arrangement that gives 
flexibility to the empirical approach and lightens the starch in the 
scheme of faculties. Accordingly, imagination is responsible for direct 
perception, for all of the mind’s subsequent manipulations of what it 
first perceives, and for the highest or “creative” power of forming new 
images and ideas. Breaking new ground, Tetens lumps together these 
three levels to form Vorstellungskraft, “the power of presentation” or of 
“presenting images internally,” which is imagination in the broadest 
and most encompassing sense of the word.” 

He carefully establishes names for each of the three levels. The first is 
Perceptionsvermogen or Fassungskraft, the ability to coordinate and 
sort sense impressions into meaningful images. One step up from this 
level is Wiedervorstellungskraft, the power of representation. This is 
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not the same as memory. Although it includes the copying function of 
memory, it can represent images in an altered state. It can join or sepa- 
rate them, reorder them, play with and juxtapose them, in a way they 
could never appear to the immediate power of perception. This Wie- 
dervorstellungskraft Tetens calls, more specifically, Phantasie or Ein- 
bildungskraft. These last two terms are for him synonymous, though he 
prefers Phantasie. But whichever he uses, he categorically does not 
mean by these terms the ability to create wholly new and unified 
images. That power, the highest level of the imagination and the sole 
province of genius, he calls Dichtungsvermogen or Dichtkraft, ein “bil- 
dende, schaffende Kraft,” a forming and creating power. 

The concept of the first and most simple level, Perceptionsvermogen, 
is straightforward.’ In psychology and philosophy, the meaning of per- 
ception was fairly well established. We order and collect immediate 
sense impressions into objects and ideas that we understand, which have 
meaning beyond mere physical stimuli. We form in our minds a picture 
of reality that is capable of repeating the complex relationships actually 
existing in the world. This power of perception is essentially what 
Coleridge means by the “primary imagination,” the “repetition in the fi- 
nite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I am.” Coleridge 
here was drawing on Tetens and, among others, Schelling, who very 
likely studied Tetens, too.* This perceptive power is also what Kant 
sometimes refers to simply as imagination (Einbildungskraft) and what 
Tetens and later Schelling say is the “common” meaning of the word. 
Tetens identifies his Perceptionsvermdgen as the “facultas perci- 
piendi.’® Coleridge’s “primary imagination” is the “prime agent of all 
human Perception.” 

Phantasie or Einbildungskraft, for Tetens the second level of imagi- 
nation, reorganizes perceptions and uses them like building blocks. Here 
Tetens uses the routine example of Pegasus, but with a new intent. He 
shows that such a figure is the product not of the highest level of imagi- 
nation but of Phantasie, the middle level. The creature is a combination 
of two ideas, a horse and wings. The result is “new’’, that is, a flying 
horse does not exist in nature. But it is produced by a static compound- 
ing of ideas. Neither idea changes or interacts with the other. They are, 
literally, just stuck together. This inventive but mechanical Phantasie 
corresponds to Coleridge’s definition of “fancy.” Phantasie operates 
“nach der Regel der Association” (‘‘according to the rule of associa- 
tion’’). In its power of representation “consists the law of the Associa- 
tion of Ideas.” Coleridge’s “fancy” plays with “fixities and definites” 
and “‘must receive all its materials ready made from the law of associa- 
tion.””° 

When Tetens comes to the highest stage, Dichtungsvermdégen, his 
energy and excitement burst out. Dichtungsvermégen builds on but 
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goes beyond the middle level. It not only rearranges, it creates: “The 
psyche cannot only place and order its representations as does the cura- 
tor with a gallery of pictures, but is itself a painter and invents and 
composes new paintings.”’ New images are formed. These appear to us 
to be simple and uncompounded; that is, they do not have the joints or 
seams that characterize the products of Phantasie, such as Pegasus. 
These new images are the result of a special process, which thoroughly 
mixes, blends, and fuses a series of images into one, which itself has a 
unified and final appearance, as if it occurred naturally and was not con- 
trived in a routine way. Referring to this product, Tetens says, “It pos- 
sesses something unique in itself that is not present in the individual 
listing of its components, and is thus far a new representation; but also a 
simple one for us, because we differentiate far less of the multiplicity in 
it than we do in the constituent parts out of which it is formed.”® The 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and in the completed whole 
none of the parts are discerned because they so fully mesh and trans- 
form together. 

Tetens’ highest level of imagination is analogous to Coleridge’s “‘sec- 
ondary imagination.” The verbs that each man uses to describe this 
poetic and genial power have a remarkable similarity. Tetens explains 
Dichtungsvermogen by its activities: “Sie kann... trennen, aufldsen, 
verbinden, vermischen ... die mit innerer Heftigkeit die Einbildungen 
bearbeitet, aufldset und vermischet, trennet und zusammenziehet, und 
neue Gestalten und Erscheinungen schaffet” (“It can... separate, dis- 
solve, unite, blend... with inner intensity it arranges, dissolves and 
blends images, separates and draws them together, and creates new 
forms and appearances”). He implies that the power of genius alone in- 
cludes “Entwickeln, Aufldsen und Wiedervereinigen... Ineinander- 
treiben und Vermischen” (“generating, dissolving, reunifying . . . inter- 
fusing and blending”).? These strings of words closely parallel 
Coleridge’s definition of “secondary imagination,” which “dissolves, 
diffuses, dissipates in order to recreate.” Where this imagination cannot 
succeed completely in its attempt, it tries at least “‘to idealize and to 
unify.” Coleridge speaks in the Biographia (ch. 14) of the poetic imagi- 
nation as one that “‘blends, and (as it were) fuses.” 

In their operation, then, secondary imagination and Tetens’ 
Dichtkraft are nearly identical. Moreover, both powers form a single 
image from the mingling and interaction of many. Coleridge sum- 
marizes this concept in the word “esemplastic,” to shape into one. The 
“first law” of Dichtkraft, according to Tetens, is that “Through an ac- 
tivity of the representational power, various simple representations be- 
come unified in one.”!° As an example of this unifying and inventive 
power, Tetens cites Swift’s Brobdingnagians and Lilliputians. This in- 
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stance is like Johnson’s representation of the fantastic creatures in Pope’s 
Rape of the Lock as a product of original and imaginative genius. 

But Tetens is not the one source, or even the principal source, for 
Coleridge’s distinctions. Schelling made such distinctions in his System 
des transzendentalen Idealismus, and in writing chapters 12 and 13 of 
the Biographia, Coleridge at times followed this major work of 
Schelling and even lifted passages from it. The parallels between Cole- 
ridge and Schelling are significant. For example, Coleridge’s ‘“esemplas- 
tic” is close to the “In-Eins-Bildung” of Schelling.* A natural inference 
is that Schelling, like Coleridge, studied Tetens. Coleridge would thus 
have received Tetens directly and also through the genial intermediary 
Schelling, who had ideas of his own about the imagination and how it 
fits into an overall philosophic and religious scheme. This last character- 
istic of Schelling’s concept of imagination appealed to Coleridge. And fi- 
nally, Tetens himself has an earlier source to whom he is deeply in- 
debted, Alexander Gerard. 

Tetens’ approach is more psychological than philosophic or aesthetic, 
but he binds Dichtkraft closely to the idea of genius. He often leans in 
the direction of an artistic outlook. He certainly did not get this sense 
that artistic genius and imagination are intimate, that the highest form of 
imagination goes beyond mere association of ideas and is a necessary 
facet of genius, from the Swiss naturalist and psychologist Charles Bon- 
net, nor from the wildly general theories of the naturalist George Buf- 
fon, both of whom he occasionally cites. Although Locke, Wolff, and 
Leibniz discussed the unification of several ideas to form a new idea, 
they never broached or really suggested the treatment of genius. 

However, Tetens read and was captivated by Alexander Gerard’s 
Essay on Genius (1774). Gerard insists that the power of genius in po- 
etry and in all the arts is more than a simple association of ideas; it is the 
association carried to such a degree that ideas and images meld and 
transform into something new and original. When Tetens explains that 
Dichtungsvermogen enlarges the usual sphere assigned to imaginative 
power, he identifies this extension with Gerard’s idea of imaginative ge- 
nius. Explicitly, Dichtungsvermégen is “die selbsthatige Phantasie; das 
Genie nach des Hrn. Girards [sic] Erklarung, und ohne Zwetfel ein 
wesentliches Ingredienz des Genies” (‘the self-activated [or self- 
willed] imagination, genius according to Gerard’s explanation, and un- 
doubtedly an essential ingredient of genius”). The power is not limited 
to poets. Tetens acknowledges that his Dichtkraft is precisely what 
Gerard has described as the imaginative power of genius; he is simply 
extending the analysis of his Scottish predecessor and enthusiastically 


* See below, pp. 302-305, 317, 322. 
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notes the source: “Gerard, the insightful observer of genius—and this is 
for him the power that is here called the creative imagination [ bildende 
Dichtkraft|—perhaps has given most fully the particular rules for 
which new associations of ideas are formed by the imagination 
[ Dichtkraft].”'' Gerard to Tetens, then Tetens to Coleridge—with the 
added interpolations of Schelling—is one line of direct contact. 
Gerard’s Essay on Genius had been immediately and warmly received 
in Germany. Favorable reviews appeared throughout 1775 and 1776, at 
least a year before Christian Garve’s translation. The Neue Bibliothek 
der schénen Wissenschaften praised Gerard’s work and in 1776, the 
year after, the Godttingische Anzeigen von Gelehrten Sachen and the 
Neuer Gelehrter Mercurius continued the enthusiastic comments. In- 
dicative of the importance seen in Gerard is a comment from the Allge- 
meine deutsche Bibliothek: ‘A splendid book! The gist is this: genius 
expresses itself most conspicuously in invention, which is caused by the 
imagination, and this in turn depends on the association of ideas . . . this 
work is a major achievement. Most of the examples are cited from 
Shakespeare.”'? This summary grasps the order of essential points in 
the Essay on Genius. Gerard’s use of literary authorities was well ac- 
cepted, but it was examples from Shakespeare that proved irresistible. 


IMAGINATION AND WILL 


When choosing labels for the highest level of the imagination, 
Dichtkraft, Tetens had in mind Gerard’s idea of genius. Dichtungs- 
vermogen or Dichtkraft is the plastic, shaping power of genius, or the 
power to write poetry. Dichten means either “to caulk, to make tight (as 
with a seam)” or “to write or compose, especially poetry.” Both mean- 
ings are germane. The plastic, forming power of the highest level of 
imagination fuses together ideas and images in order to form new ones. 
These are more than merely old ideas reorganized and connected: 
images and feelings, like reacting chemicals, produce a single result that 
is dense and compact in associations. In fact, dichten can mean “to make 
tight” in the sense of making more dense. Perhaps the closest thing in 
English to this sense is Theseus’ statement that the lunatic and lover 
“are of imagination all compact.” Of course, he says that the poet is, too, 
and this is precisely the second meaning of dichten. The poet or genius 
bonds and fuses images and feelings into a new and meaningful whole. 

What in the psyche accounts for the “extended” yes ‘‘separate” 
powers of the highest level of imagination? The answer Tetens offers is 
not categorical, but suggestive. First, he says that as we analyze any 
function or faculty of the mind, we discover that the complex and crea- 
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tive levels subsume and build on the lower ones. Dichtungsvermégen is, 
in this sense, an extension, an expansion in degree, a swelling of the 
Phantasie.'’ “Let fancy be made into a degree proportionately more ex- 
tensive, refined, vivid, and stronger,” and it produces the creative imagi- 
nation.'* Coleridge describes secondary imagination as an “echo” of the 
primary imagination, the same in kind but varying in mode and higher 
in the degree and range of its operation. He does not, however, like 
Tetens, say that it echoes “fancy.” Coleridge, too, says that fancy plays 
with what is fixed and dead; imagination is by contrast “living” or 
“vital,” Tetens’ “lebhaft.” 

Yet it does not seem plausible that one level becomes a different and 
“higher” one merely by intensifying its activity. There would be no 
qualitative change. Tetens explains that Dichtungsvermdgen is also a 
“separate” power as well as one that extends the lower levels of the 
imaginative process. It has an element peculiar to itself: “Sie ist die 
selbsthatige Phantasie; das Genie nach Hrn. Girards [sic] Erklarung.” 
“Selbsthatige” here does not mean “spontaneous” fancy in the sense that 
when we open our eyes, vision is spontaneous. Tetens has already de- 
scribed Phantasie itself as often spontaneous in this way, as in dreams, 
so “selbsthatige” indicates an added quality. Here it means something 
like “‘self-activating” or “self-generating.”’* The power excites and 
exerts itself; Dichtkraft controls and designs its own activity even as it is 
carried away by it. It is spontaneous in the sense that once it excites the 
mind, Dichtkraft becomes, as Gerard says of the imagination of genius, 
like a willful instinct that operates with no second thought. It is the an- 
cient idea of divine inspiration or enthusiasm and has a “methodizing 
power.” It acts like “‘an internal stimulus” that pushes the creative act to 
its own completion.'* The force of imaginative genius really has the 
force of passion, of strong desire for a certain end, which may be charac- 
terized as “will.” Its power implies greater self-consciousness—not the 
self-consciousness of a stuttering actor but of the mind directing its own 
thoughts and creations with the aid of the strong feelings that those 
thoughts and creations produce. “Selbsthatige” could even mean “self- 
willed.” 

Coleridge was aware of this kind of interpretation. He had his copy of 
Maass’s Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft bound with Friedrich Ja- 
cobi’s Ueber die Lehre des Spinoza, and in Coleridge’s marginalia on 
Jacobi’s book we find comments on this very question of “Selbsthdatig- 
keit.” Jacobi says (XXXVIII), “Wille ist reine Selbsthatigheit, erhoben 
zu dem Grade des Bewusstseyns, welchen wir Vernunft nennen” (“Will 
is pure self-activation, elevated to the level of consciousness that we call 
reason”). Coleridge, meeting this usage of Selbsthatigkeit, wonders if 
“spontaneity = Selbsthatigkeit” or if there is a larger possible meaning. 
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It is clear to both Jacobi and Coleridge that the idea of “selbsthdtige’ 
implies something more than a simple or instinctual spontaneity. It 
means a kind of willful and direct insight, part of an activity of mind 
that is urgently self-willed or self-activating. For certainly genius, which 
alone possesses Tetens’ Dichtkraft or “selbsthatige Phantasie,’ com- 
bines deliberate planning and effort with spontaneous and free force. It 
is more than “mere receptivity”; it is also active. For Schelling, the 
highest level of imagination, which he, too, identifies with genius, uni- 
fies the “absolute Willensakt” with “Willktir, oder die mit Bewusstsein 
freie Tatigkeit,” the absolute act of will with choice, or the consciously 
free faculty.'’ And for Coleridge, the secondary imagination—the imag- 
ination of poetic creativity and genius—is distinguished in one way 
from the primary imagination by “co-existing with the conscious will.” 
In Coleridge, as in Schelling, Tetens, and Gerard, the unification of the 
conscious with the unconscious, and of the spontaneous with the willful, 
helps to differentiate works of inspired genius from the inventive but 
comparatively cramped efforts of minds that either dream aimlessly or 
else create mechanically. The spontaneous and the consciously willed 
may also bear a relation to Schiller’s emphasis on the instincts for “‘free 
play” and “form.” On December 27, 1804, two days after remarking that 
those who want to “trace, or if you are on the hunt, track me,” should 
read Tetens, Coleridge—reading Tetens at that time—makes a long 
entry about the nature of the will and the relation of the will to feeling, 
thought, and the imagination. This entry is speculative only but shows 
that Coleridge was already, probably in direct connection with reading 
Tetens, considering the will and its relationship to imagination." 
To the imagination, especially to Dichtkraft, Tetens ascribes addi- 
tional qualities that were to speed the eighteenth-century birth of Ro- 
manticism. Speaking of the third and highest level, Dichtkraft, Tetens 
says simply, “Von ihr kommt alles Originelle.””” In the next generation, 
Schelling would proclaim that the unique feature of the literature of his 
day was this very stress on originality: “Erstens . . . ist das Grundgesetz 
der modernen Poesie Originalitat (1n der alten Kunst war dieses Rein- 
eswegs in dem Sinn der Fall).””° Tetens is one of the first to state expli- 
citly that imagination, or genius, is the only source of everything origi- 
nal; in England, Gerard, Duff, and Young are candidates. This idea, 
during the century’s last quarter, permeated the critical atmosphere. 
Tetens’ Dichtkraft is, like Hume’s “imagination,” a completing 
power. It follows the lead of suggestion, involves passion, and extends 
creatively what the outside world only implies. Imagination gives men- 
tal inferences concrete form and shape. It is strongest when it unifies 
what is real and concrete, what has been experienced, with the “fiction”’ 
or more fantastic bent of the mind. Milton’s picture of Hell or, to use 
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Tetens’ own example, Swift’s description of the Lilliputians and their 
empire is each an instance of a mixing of the familiar and common with 
the novel and impossible. Here the imagination is both convincing and 
delightful.”! 

In a broad psychological context, imagination connects the outer 
sense with the inner process and workings of the mind. It does so to 
such an extent that imagined sensations, hopes, and fears become real to 
us, and we experience physical sensations of what may only be in our 
minds.”? We grow cold and sweat, supposing, as Theseus says, “each 
bush a bear.” Tetens revamps, probably unknowingly, Hume’s remarks 
about the reciprocity of inner and outer sense when the imagination op- 
erates between them. Psychology and physiology pass into one another. 

Perhaps following the lead of Leibniz in the Nouveaux essais, Tetens 
claims that in its productive function as Dichtkraft, the imagination cre- 
ates images (das Bildliche) for ideals that would otherwise remain dis- 
embodied in the mind’s internal conception of them. Leibniz used the 
example of a regular polygon; our imagination represents its ideal form 
through the invention of a formula and thus the ideal “shows through” 
an image that we can see. Tetens makes essentially the same point using 
the circle. The image of this ideal form, of all ideals, is created by the 
imagination, by Dichtkraft.”*> Kant a few years later stresses that the 
imagination operates in this capacity according to a method or proce- 
dure, a “schema,” one instance of which might be Leibniz’s formula for 
the construction of regular polygons. Schelling and Coleridge, both 
conversant with Leibniz, Tetens, and Kant—and Coleridge with 
Schelling himself—finally contend that the imagination has the power 
of intellectual intuition. It intuits, and then creates in sensory form, the 
ideal. This may be one reason Coleridge says that the “secondary imagi- 
nation” struggles “‘to idealize and to unify.” The imagination has an 
idealizing tendency. Moreover, it—not reason—is our window on the 
intellectual world, a world in which reason is imprisoned until freed by 
the imagination. Imagination becomes the organ, the organon, for per- 
ceiving ideas of reason and communicating them to the understanding. 

Tetens is not quite so enthusiastic as Schelling and Coleridge later 
become. He shares Bacon’s reservations, and soon Kant’s, concerning 
the intuitive power of creative imagination alone. But the imagination, 
as Gerard and Duff said, is the mark of philosophical and scientific, as 
well as of literary and artistic genius. As Einstein remarks in his paper 
“On the Method of Theoretical Physics,” “To him who is a discoverer 
in the field of theoretical physics, the products of his imagination appear 
so necessary and natural that he regards them not as creations of thought 
but as given realities.” This view would have been congenial to Leibniz, 
Gerard, Tetens, Kant, Schelling, and Coleridge. The “method” of the 
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imagination in its intuitive and creative role was important to them all. 
Einstein’s own “Method of Theoretical Physics” simply became one 
manifestation of it. 

The figure of Newton, as Wordsworth describes him “Voyaging 
through strange seas of Thought, alone,” had become for many eigh- 
teenth-century thinkers a symbol not so much of reason but of the imag- 
ination. Newtonian physics, the law of gravitation itself, was an ideal 
presence in nature discovered and expressed by the imagination. The 
more philosophically inclined of the Romantics, such as Coleridge, 
Goethe, Schelling, Wordsworth, and Shelley, could always see a union 
of the scientific and the literary through the mediation and method of 
imagination. What was perhaps most intriguing about this view of the 
imagination as the organon of scientific and philosophical truth, of 
knowledge about the laws of nature, was that it need not be at all incom- 
patible with the view of imagination as the receptor of divine truths, as 
the vatic or prophetic voice. They were two sides of the same effort; give 
a flip to one and the other resulted. In both instances the imagination 
was uncovering and expressing ideals, something outside the realm of 
ordinary sensory experience, whether it was the law of gravitation or the 
law of the prophets. Nature, as well as the Bible, was God’s poetry. In 
both cases the imagination expressed its findings through something 
concrete, a formula or a metaphor. In this vein, too, Coleridge calls 
Burke a seer or prophet because he could “‘see”’ the principles or ideals of 
human action and government and then put them to use in the context 
of a real and imperfect society.”* This legislator was an unacknowledged 
poet of the world. 

Relying on Gerard, Tetens uses the association of ideas but also goes 
beyond that principle because it is too limited in itself to account for real 
creativity. Tetens accepts the association of ideas as necessary but not 
sufficient for the Dichtkraft of genius. It is employed in the creation of 
new ideas and forms, but it alone cannot make them. The association of 
ideas enlarges the stock of images in the mind, which provide the poetic 
power with more material for shaping and fashioning. The association 
of ideas essentially offers multiple images or ideas, hooked together like 
cars in a train. Dichtkraft streamlines these images into unified 
wholes.”* 

By 1775 English and German thinkers shared several basic and cru- 
cial assumptions about genius and imagination. This is one reason Cole- 
ridge later found Schelling and Kant so congenial. It is not that these 
men were caught up in the gusts of an anonymous Zeitgeist; they were 
the moving spirit of the age themselves. In fact, Tetens touches on philo- 
sophic issues or polarities that Coleridge and Schelling were to relate 
more directly to the imagination. These issues have as their common 
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focus a split (Kluft) between the human psyche and nature, a split 
which encouraged the “return to nature” and became one of the funda- 
mental reasons for the very existence of Romanticism: Romanticism was 
to heal this gash. Tetens expresses the split in four ways: the mind and 
the world (nature), internal and external, the transcendent and the sen- 
sory, subjective and objective.”* These polarities later become pairs of 
those very “contradictions” and “opposites” that, for Schelling and 
Coleridge, only the imagination, or art, can unify and thus join the soul 
of man to nature.”’ 

Tetens enters the movement of thought like a subtle melody, one that 
swells, becomes rich, is repeated, and finally dominates other themes. 
He is at a crucial balancing point. Behind him stretches the legacy of 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century rationalism, mechanistic science, 
and psychology. Ahead of him opens the vista of imagination: transcen- 
dentalism, organic sensibility, and a romantic, philosophic quest for the 
unity of soul and cosmos. 


KANT AND A NEW SYNTHESIS 


Kant emerges from two prominent strains in mid-Enlightenment 
German thought, and his views on the imagination reflect an attempt to 
mediate between them. One strain descended from Leibniz, Wolff, and 
Baumgarten, the pupil of Wolff. It emphasized the inherently organic, 
dynamic sensibility of the mind and its harmonious understanding of 
the world. It had a moral dimension and explored the effects of ideas on 
belief and action. It included strong religious overtones. Shaftesbury, 
who appeared in German translations beginning in 1738, added further 
impetus to this general philosophical attitude, as did the increasing pop- 
ularity of Spinoza. Later in the century, Friedrich Jacobi was a radical 
proponent of this web of ideas, which had a strong Platonic flavor and 
introduced Plotinus in earnest to German thought. 

The second strain, to which Kant pays equal attention—at times 
stressing one more than the other, then reversing and urging on its “‘op- 
posite,” but always trying to fuse the two—is the empirical and associa- 
tionist psychology and, on a slightly different plane, the science and 
mathematics of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The 
principles of this more concrete and “scientific” school were set down in 
large part by Hobbes, Locke, Newton, Hume, and British empiricism in 
general. Certainty is derived from direct observation, or as in geometry 
and physics, the realities of time and space are cornerstones of knowl- 
edge. Although Tetens is an excellent example of the psychological and 
empirical infusion into German thought, he, like Kant, also expressed 
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the belief that ideas, principles, values, and truths are built into the psy- 
che and are not the exclusive product of experience. 

Kant tried to combine the two general tides of thought more com- 
pletely and fully than had Tetens or any other thinker of that period. 
Kant swam in a confluence of ideas that would have drowned most other 
men. At one time or another he tried to incorporate them all, and his at- 
tempts to leave nothing out show up in his varying interpretations of the 
imagination: empirical, psychological, a priori, rationally deductive, in- 
nate and intuitive, logical, geometrical, transcendental, synthetic, New- 
tonian, aesthetic, and idealistic. 

Kant stands as the great repository for almost all eighteenth-century 
ideas of the imagination. This is the source of his seeming confusion and 
struggle with that topic throughout the entire body of his work. As his 
twentieth-century commentator H. J. de Vleeschauwer concludes, the 
problem of the imagination in Kant is “singularly complicated.” It is an 
unstable part of his thought. Like a rare radioisotope, it sheds an eerie 
glow and seems to change its form into different elements. Kant’s first 
reference to imagination is in the Reflexionen, published the same year 
as Johnson’s Dictionary (1755), and he was still writing about the imag- 
ination when Schelling’s Transzendentalen Idealismus appeared in 
1800. During this forty-five year span Enlightenment ideas, owing in 
significant part to Kant, flowed together, jostled, and produced the vola- 
tile and powerful romantic trust in imagination. 

In trying to reconcile the two streams of thought we have mentioned, 
Kant realized that he could not simply alternate his vantage point. He 
had to create a third concept of imagination that would synthesize the 
present views into a unified whole. There is an adage, started by Kant 
himself, that he could not help thinking “in threes.” Indeed his formu- 
lation of the imaginative power falls into three stages, corresponding to 
the two major systems of thought with which he was grappling and a 
third system that strives to incorporate and harmonize the two. Also, he 
imposed a reconciliation within each of the two views of the imagina- 
tion, for no one system or psychology is so monolithic that it does not 
have its own internal divisions that need to be connected. 

Not only can we but we must talk about different concepts of imagi- 
nation in Kant.* It is a versatile but baffling power, and he even resorts 
to it when he needs a solution that may contradict, or at least not coin- 
cide with, what he says about it elsewhere. Although his definition of 
the imagination cannot be neatly paraphrased, it is extraordinarily com- 
plete because, like a full dictionary entry, it is really a series of defini- 


* For a deatiled but rather strangely organized study of the whole question of the imag- 
ination in Kant, see Hermann Morchen, Die Einbildungskraft bei Kant, 2nd ed. (Tuibin- 
gen, 1970). 
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tions and usages, some overlapping, others quite distinct, which to- 
gether convey the meaning of the idea and echo the intellectual and phil- 
osophical milieu of the time. 

In the first place, Kant recognizes an imaginative power based on di- 
rect sensory contact with reality. The basis of this power is empirical, 
and it depends on the association of ideas. It reproduces and connects 
sense experiences, building a comprehensive understanding of reality. 
Unfortunately, Kant does not clearly distinguish it from memory, but as 
a larger and more comprehensive power, it seems to include memory. 
This reproductive imagination works from particulars and phenomena 
in nature, “from the bottom up,” until it organizes and relates all facul- 
ties of the mind by referring them directly to sensory experience. For 
Kant, this imaginative power is grounded in a subjective perception of 
the phenomenal world. Behind it lies the eighteenth-century tradition of 
empirical psychology, presented in Germany most completely by 
Tetens.”* This view of imagination holds a prominent place in the first 
edition (1781) of the Critique of Pure Reason. 

Almost immediately, however, Kant began to consider what he had 
sacrificed by relying heavily on the empirical approach. The idea of in- 
nate powers of understanding, or the “sens interne” of Leibniz, would 
have to be modified, if not wholly abandoned. And any case for objectiv- 
ity based solely on empirical evidence was hard to make, as Hume had 
shown. Moreover, the seemingly indisputable truths of Newtonian me- 
chanics and Euclidean geometry seemed ignored. Fragment B12 of the 
Lose Blatter (January 20, 1780) shows that there was an inner struggle 
in Kant’s mind about the exact nature and place of both the “empirical” 
and the “transcendental” imaginations. By the second edition of the C71- 
tique of Pure Reason, published in 1787, Kant shifts ground on the 
imagination.* Although he does not delete all references to it as empiri- 
cal and reproductive, he now stresses its transcendental or “pure” func- 
tion. In other words, the imagination no longer takes as its yardstick the 
observed phenomena of nature as they are gathered piecemeal and fitted 
together. It takes instead certain logical principles, the a priori rules of 
time and space, as its first condition and from these produces an order 
which it imposes on experience itself. The transcendental imagination, 
as Kant had suggested in the first edition, produces an “objective affin- 
ity,” which is “‘a necessary consequence of a synthesis in imagination, 
grounded a priori on rules.””? The psychological bias of the “reproduc- 
tive” imagination thus succumbs to a more “rigorous” and supposedly 


* For discussion of the dual nature of the imagination in the Kritik der reinen Ver- 
nunft, see Norman Kemp Smith, A Commentary to Kant’s “Critique of Pure Reason,” 
2nd ed. (1923 [1918]), pp. 260-268, 337-338. 
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more objective approach. Kant gives the faculty of “judgment” new 
prominence. It helps to determine the order and value of experience. 
The categories provide an outline for the imposition of this order. The 
imaginative power of “pure” synthesis is thus a transcendental principle 
operating upon a phenomenal world. 

This position continues to some degree in the Critique of Judgment 
where, in the introduction, Kant refers to imagination ‘‘as the faculty of 
intuitions a priori.” Relying on the power of “judgment,” imagination 
works “from the top down” and mediates between established or postu- 
lated categories of understanding and actual sense experiences. This 
“productive imagination” —productive because it molds experience to 
its own power and preconceptions based on laws of geometry, logic, the- 
oretical science, and reason—does not preclude the existence of a “re- 
productive” faculty, but it dominates that power. The productive imagi- 
nation may, like the reproductive, use images to give a pattern to 
experience, but it also creates schema that do not exist in nature. In 
Kant’s example of the experience of a quantity of five of anything, the 
reproductive imagination may picture these five things exactly as they 


But the productive imagination imposes an imaginative schema on the 
experience and develops a kind of shorthand for the things it perceives. 
It creates a numeral, such as ‘‘5,” which bears no empirical resemblance 
to its meaning but which is clearly understood. Language and, even 
more, the printed word are a complicated interweaving of schema. The 
educated mind becomes habituated to these schema, uses and responds 
to them without thinking: 

The schema is in itself always a product of imagination. Since, how- 

ever, the synthesis of imagination aims at no one intuition, but only at 
unity in the determination of sensibility, the schema has to be distin- 
guished from the image (Bild). If I place five points one after another .. . 
I have an image of the number five. But if I think only of a number in gen- 
eral, whether it be five or a hundred, this thought is more the idea of a 
method whereby a multiplicity (for instance, a thousand) may be repre- 
sented in an image in conformity with a certain concept than it is the 
image itself. For with a number such as a thousand the image can hardly 
be seen at once and compared with the concept. This idea of a universal 
procedure of imagination in providing an image for a concept, I call the 
schema of this concept.’ 


Actually, Leibniz had said much the same thing in the Nouveaux 
essais, where he distinguishes between idea and image rather than be- 
tween image and schema, but his point is essentially the same and the 
example he uses seems to have stuck in Kant’s mind. Leibniz had noted 
that we have an idea of a thousand-sided polygon but can form no accu- 
rate image of it in our heads. We need a formula (Kant’s schema) to rep- 
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resent the angles and sides of this, or any, polygon, and it is from this 
formula that we can construct an image of the polygon and understand 
it. 

Kant, however, proceeds to a more general statement about the pro- 
ductive imagination. In its transcendental activity, he says, “We our- 
selves . . . introduce into appearances that order and regularity which we 
name nature.” The productive imagination serves as a partner to “for- 
mal intuition,” the mind’s ability to apprehend ideas or patterns that 
explain experience, transfer it to a code, like mathematics or language, 
and give it order. Imagination creates schema that permit formal intui- 
tion to affect and become connected with the infinite particulars of the 
sensory world. The Pythagorean School would be an example of prizing 
a kind of “formal intuition.” 

The productive imagination links the universality of formal intuition 
to the concrete actuality of what is experienced. Without its language 
and its ability to communicate, the mind’s power for analysis and or- 
dering, called ‘“‘reason,” would remain latent, abstract, and out of contact 
with the material world. 

But if the second edition of the first Critique swerves away from an 
empirical bias, Kant recognizes that, in order to satisfy the inescapable 
facts of empiricism, the imagination cannot impose all order on experi- 
ence, like a cookie mold cutting a sheet of dough. Thus, Kant works to- 
ward a concept of imagination that will synthesize the two strains of 
thought, empirical and transcendental—strains that Schelling would say 
are nothing less than the “‘real” and the “ideal” worlds. Kant’s imagina- 
tive power will not be a harmony or combination of other powers but 
something sui generis, an independent power, a “tertium medium,”* 
making possible a synthesis of the dialectic he was facing. 

This desire for a grand synthesis by the imagination, enlarging and 
fusing its powers to incorporate the real and the ideal, the empirical and 
the transcendental, moves forward tentatively and suggestively. Some- 
times it results in contradictions, as when Kant speaks of the ‘empirical 
faculty of the productive imagination” or refers to the transcendental 
imagination as both productive and reproductive. Whether it starts from 
a priori transcendental principles or from empirical observations, the 
imagination is always heading in the other direction, always trying to 
bridge the gap between the two. But however Kant uses it, it is every- 
where an instrument for unity within the powers of the mind and also 
for unity of the mind with external reality. 

One central problem for Kant was to show that the two strains of the 


Ie 


* Coleridge’s “tertium aliquid” in the Biographia Literaria (ch. 13) presents a similar 
idea, following the premises of Kant, Fichte, and Schelling. 
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imagination actually do converge. It is on this postulate, or even this 
hope, that the overall unity of Kant’s work depends. The search is es- 
sentially for a pre-established harmony, where objective truth and sub- 
jective perceptions become one. This is the hope that Fichte and Schel- 
ling took up, Fichte from the subjective side of the “ego,” and Schelling 
(after having first followed Fichte) from the ideal or transcendental 
side. Their extension of Kant’s implications about an overall unity of the 
imagination led Coleridge to say that these two men were, especially on 
the subject of imagination, “completing” Kant and carrying his work to 
its conclusion. 

For Kant, the unity that Leibniz had assumed to be true was ex- 
tremely hard to prove. We can compare it to the building of a long tun- 
nel through a granite mountain. From the side of the categories and the 
postulated Ding-an-Sich, the side of formal intuition, the transcendental 
and a priori rules of time and space, the productive imagination starts to 
head into the mountain, destined to reach the other side of phenomena 
and experience. Meanwhile, from the empirical side, the reproductive 
imagination sets out in the opposite direction, struggling to cut through 
to the goal of understanding. The question is whether or not the two 
tunnels will meet precisely and form one perfect tunnel, which guaran- 
tees an objective understanding of reality. Or will the two miss in the 
middle, run askew, or hit each other at an angle? 

At times Kant suggests that the imagination, in its most comprehen- 
sive sense, can actually coordinate the efforts of these two attempts. Not 
only is it a part of each one in its subsidiary roles of “productive” and 
“reproductive,” but it also hovers over the whole and directs the two to 
become one. It is the key and pivotal power to understanding the mind, 
nature, and the mind’s understanding of nature. But it is nearly impos- 
sible to demonstrate such a thorough and unified activity of the imagina- 
tion, a proof which empiricism demands but which Kant could not 
show so easily as the conditions of time and space. Thus Kant wavers, 
saying in one place that the synthesis of the imagination depends on the 
conditions of experience in time and space, but elsewhere clinging to the 
idea that even the conditions of experience in time and space, and hence 
the categories, are themselves founded on an overall synthesis of mind 
and nature that is performed by the imagination. 


UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 


With Kant, the stage was set in Germany for the entrance of the ro- 
mantic faith in the imagination, for he suggests that this “blind power, 
hidden in the depths of the soul,” affords the most satisfactory answer to 
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the puzzle of man’s relationship to nature and his ability to experience 
and react to nature as one unified being. The development of Kant’s 
concepts of the imagination has been commented on extensively, and we 
should highlight this metamorphosis here. It is a drama of effort and un- 
certainty, in which Kant wrestled with ideas that seemed too contradic- 
tory to reconcile and too important to deny.’! His first reference to the 
imagination involves an early connection of the categories to faculty 
psychology in Reflexionen (1755). Imagination is paired with “possibil- 
ity.” The 1770 Dissertatio essentially makes nothing of the imagination, 
and neither does the 1775 Duisburg’sche Nachlass. After reading 
Tetens (on May 17, 1779, Hamann wrote to Herder that Kant had 
Tetens always before his eyes, and Kant himself mentioned the use of 
Tetens), Kant gives the imagination a distinctly empirical and psycho- 
logical flavor in the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, which 
was altered in the second edition, although retaining a residue of the 
statements of 1781. 

The alterations Kant was making in his concepts of the imagination 
are complicated (or enriched, depending on one’s view) by the number 
of terms he employs for ideas which might all be translated with the 
single word “imagination.” Einbildungskraft, Phantasie, Grund- 
vermogen der Seele, and Perceptionsvermégen indicate the debate not 
only about the nature of the imagination but about what term should be 
established in order to gain a common acceptance and agreement about 
“the imagination.” As Coleridge would note in the marginalia in his 
copy of Maass’s Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft: “The word Vor- 
stellung has been as often mischievous as useful in German Philoso- 
phy.” 

In his struggle to chart an accurate map of this bewildering territory, 
Kant takes up the broad question of the psychological mechanism that 
directs the imagination. What initiates and guides its power? Is it the 
will—and, if so, what exactly is the will? Imagination might be a con- 
scious power or a “blind power hidden in the depths of the soul, of 
whose operation we are hardly ever aware.”*? Is it something spontane- 
ous, and to what degree does it mix passive response with active crea- 
tion? 

Kant does not answer these questions with definite conviction. An 
aura of mystery surrounds his attempts at either psychological or logical 
precision. Yet dealing with the imagination, Kant realizes that he faces a 
complex power. Just as the nervous system involves an intermingling of 
chemistry, electricity, conscious control, and involuntary reaction, so 
the imagination itself seems to be the organic union of separate parts 
whose intimacy in working together makes them almost impossible to 
distinguish. 


The Great Metamorphosis 135 


This uncertainty and complexity about the triggering, force, di- 
rection, and processes of the imagination had great repercussions for ro- 
mantic notions about the ways in which art is produced and the artist 
creates. For as imagination became more identified with artistic power, 
genius, and originality, understanding its operation meant getting at the 
core of the creative process and the psychology of genius. In asking how 
the imagination functions, Kant was really inquiring about what per- 
mits art, even great art, and what kind of mind produces all that we con- 
sider creative and original. 

Kant, like Tetens, was attracted to Gerard. There had been a great 
deal of confusion and debate, Kant indicates, about the nature of genius, 
but one source offered clear and solid observations that had not been 
surpassed: “Gerard, an Englishman, has written about genius and his 
views on it are the best, even though the subject is treated by other writ- 
ers as well.”*? In a very important way, Kant’s reading of Gerard cat- 
alyzed his own thoughts about imagination and genius and about the 
nature of the productive and reproductive imaginations, including the 
role of the will in imagination. A passage that deals with all these com- 
plex and interrelated topics appears in Kant’s Menschenkunde oder 
philosophische Anthropologie. Kant ascribes to Gerard the observation 
that genius is built primarily on “productive imagination.” Kant main- 
tains that genius therefore relies on this productive power, which is its 
particular hallmark, but must also have a fruitful imagination in general 
to supply its productive power with the materials from which it selects: 


Gerard ... says the most significant characteristic of genius is the pro- 
ductive imagination; for genius is most of all to be differentiated from the 
spirit of slavish imitation, so that one believes this spirit to be the most 
unfit to approach the condition of genius. Genius thus grounds itself not 
on the reproductive imagination but on the productive, and an imagina- 
tion fruitful in providing images and representations gives to genius a 
great deal of material from which to choose. 


The productive imagination of the genius, for Kant as for Gerard, cre- 
ates something new and self-sufficient rather than copying or making a 
mechanical imitation of something that already exists. 

Kant then divides the productive imagination into two stages. One of 
these, he says, is a willfully productive capacity, which is raised to the 
level of design and exists in accordance with some discretionary consid- 
eration or desired end. The other stage of the productive power is 
“Phantasie,” which is not connected to a willed purpose. Many writers, 
he adds, confuse Phantasie with the more willed and discretionary 
imagination. All these points he puts briefly: 


This productive power is divided into the willed and the unwilled imagi- 
nation. The willed imagination consists in the fact that one can exercise 
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the activity of imagination with discretion, let images well up and disap- 
pear, and shape them according to one’s desire. The unwilled imagination 
is called fancy (Phantasie), and although many writers have indeed con- 
fused jthe two, common usage already gives occasion to differentiate 
them. 


Kant—like Wolff, Gerard, Sulzer, and Tetens before him, and like 
Schelling and Coleridge after him—is employing his own vocabulary 
and defining words as he goes in order to clarify as many aspects of the 
imagination as possible. In this case, he is dealing with the creative 
imagination, its productive capacity, and the role of both the will and an 
unwilled “fancy.” By “willktihrlich,” Kant clearly means discretionary, 
aimed at some end, and not arbitrary or random. The term carries much 
the same weight as Coleridge’s phrase ‘co-existing with the conscious 
will,” used in the definition of the secondary imagination. But Kant, like 
Coleridge, understandably confuses his case. He uses the word “Imagi- 
nation” (not uncommon in German of that time—Schelling also 
uses it), with the result that fancy (“Phantasie’’) in this passage be- 
comes a part of the productive imagination. Kant does not even employ 
the rather common terms found in Tetens and Sulzer, Dichtungskraft 
and Dichtkraft. 

Thus Gerard, Tetens, Sulzer, Kant, Schelling, and Coleridge were 
talking about the same or similar concepts, and each man was trying to 
establish a common vocabulary and accepted definitions, or connota- 
tions, for these concepts. Some, like Kant and Coleridge, saw more 
facets and questions than others. Therefore, their analyses and discus- 
sions are harder to follow and run more risk of being self-contradictory. 
Sometimes these thinkers are writing exclusively about the fine arts, 
sometimes about philosophic thought, and sometimes about psychol- 
ogy. And the remarks of each individual are often spread over many 
years. It is not that the concept of the imagination taken in all its possi- 
ble meanings breaks down under this strain; rather, the one poor word 
“imagination” cannot always imply the intended meaning each time it is 
used. 

In the end, too, we must realize our tendency to look at remarks on 
the imagination for a clarifying and simplifying statement. We find 
dead-ends, labyrinths, and mazes. The vocabulary becomes unsteady, 
the definitions weak and unstable. But there is also a bright side to this 
situation. If nothing else, the confusion and the struggles of the best 
thinkers and writers of the Enlightenment and the Romantic period in- 
dicate what a powerful, complex, and subtle force the imagination is. It 
would be disastrous to conclude that Tetens or Coleridge is the real au- 
thority on the imagination, or that any writer received his thoughts 
about the imagination ready-made from the law of association and his 
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own memory. And although the remarks of all these individuals on the 
subject of the imagination are frequently complicated and various, and 
amassed from many different sources and readings, so are modern ones. 
Like different ships on the ocean, these writers traversed the same wa- 
ters, but when each one read his own position, it was rarely on the exact 
spot that anyone had passed before or would do so again, including 
himself. Yet only in this manner could the whole potential of the imagi- 
nation be explored and put to use. 


While neither the Critique of Practical Reason (1788) nor the Prole- 
gomena (1781-1785) adds significantly to the groundwork and investi- 
gations contained in the two editions of the Critique of Pure Reason, 
both the Critique of Judgment (1790) and the Opus posthumum unfold 
more facets of the imagination, and these are closely allied with art and 
aesthetics. The imagination remains fundamentally productive but now 
operates more with reference to aesthetic sensibility. In rough terms, the 
premise is becoming one more of taste and feeling than of logic. How- 
ever, Kant shows no deep interest in the emotive or passionate side of 
imagination. It is something cool and collected. Harmonized with reason 
and judgment, imagination determines or at least recognizes aesthetic 
values such as beauty. Kant does not, though, place moral values strictly 
within the purview of imagination. The deduction of the categories and 
“formal intuition” drop out of the picture. The intellectual side of the 
imagination is still foremost—indeed in Kant it is never wholly absent, 
even in the empirically reproductive imagination—but now this intel- 
lectual side seeks aesthetic appreciation of the phenomenal world. 
Schema of understanding give way to the taste and values we associate 
with art. 

Kant in no way camouflages the fact that with the Critique of Judg- 
ment he is turning the imagination to a new consideration, one that is 
aesthetic and subjective. The imagination, having put on new robes, as- 
sumes an importance equal to its place in the first Critique. Kant is spe- 
cific about the centrality and unique characteristics of the imagination 
when it is involved in aesthetic judgments. He makes his position clear 
at the outset of the Critique of Judgment: 


If we wish to discern whether anything is beautiful or not, we do not refer 
the representation of it to the Object by means of understanding with a 
view to cognition, but by means of the imagination (acting perhaps in 
conjunction with understanding) we refer the representation to the Sub- 
ject and its feeling of pleasure or displeasure. The judgement of taste, 
therefore, is not a cognitive judgement, and so not logical, but is aes- 
thetic—which means that it is one whose determining ground cannot be 
other than subjective. 


138 THE GERMAN FOUNDATION 


Kant discusses the “free play” of the imagination in aesthetics and in 
poetry, an idea that Schiller was to expand into a short theory of the 
arts, where the instinct for form and the instinct for free play work to- 
gether. The imagination, explains Kant, enjoys “free play” in poetry, 
and nature sustains this free play in its own activities, as in the changing 
shapes of a fire or the ripplings of a brook. These things attract our at- 
tention because they are really engaging our imagination. On a broader 
front, Kant’s remarks about imaginative free play in the Critique of 
Judgment have profound implications. Whatever in nature is in process, 
in the act of moving, changing, evolving to another state, transforming 
and metamorphosing, whatever undergoes any kind of sea-change, 
draws the eye of the imaginative power to it. And then the imagination, 
as it produces poetry or art, not only imitates the object it sees but imi- 
tates the actual process of change, the force behind the change and the 
full context of it. Imagination captures the life and the activity of the 
world, not just its seemingly static forms or its sensory and material 
shell. So the cataract at Lodore will always be something less than Alph 
the sacred river. 

The Opus posthumum suggests that Kant’s desires and intentions, 
like those of many other seventeenth-century and Enlightenment think- 
ers, are ultimately involved with the attributes of God and with the art 
or mystery of creation. The work indicates one strong current of Ger- 
man philosophy for at least the next generation, a current into which 
both Fichte and Schelling plunged. In its suggestivity it marks the tran- 
sition between the philosophy of the Enlightenment and that of high 
Romanticism. In the Opus, Kant makes the human imagination the con- 
dition of the constitution of space. God, the original creator and hence 
the original condition of all things, becomes “ezne Dichtung,” a proto- 
type of art. Kant also speaks of “dichtende Vernunft,” a “composing (or 
poetizing) reason,” that is, an active and transforming reason, a power 
that essentially creates through and is brought to life by a productive 
power, Dichtkraft—the imagination. 

The idea of God as an artistic creator complements the notions of ge- 
nius, art, and imagination already presented in the Critique of Judg- 
ment. There, drawing on the increasing fascination with genius and 
original creation, Kant had added another hue to the spectrum of imagi- 
nation. Imagination is the one original and creative faculty. The repro- 
ductive capacity of the imagination is not discarded but is now made to 
serve this productive power. The artist’s productive power turns aes- 
thetic ideas into sensible objects. Art is the expression of aesthetic ideas, 
and the artistic genius possesses these ideas along with an extraordinary 
imagination to transform them into matter, color, sound, shape, and tex- 
ture. The artist has a third attribute, Getst, which in a cryptic but in- 
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triguing sentence Kant closely allies with the imagination: “Spirit is the 
principle of animation, of upward movement—of talent, of the soul’s 
powers—through ideas; and therefore it is the principle of a purposeful, 
animated imagination.”** This spirit, which recalls Leibniz’s “esprit,” 
links the idea with the real and the objective with the subjective. Art 
fulfills the requirements for the meeting of the empirical and transcen- 
dental, the productive and reproductive. Kant verges on proclaiming for 
the fine arts, the arts of genius, a supreme philosophical value. 

It was becoming necessary for art and the imagination to be viewed 
not as the reflex of philosophical truth and reason but as their source and 
purest means of expression. Carrying these ideas further and stressing 
their idealistic bias, Schelling developed his Philosophie der Kunst, one 
of the great high-Romantic theories concerning art, philosophy, and 
their mutual reliance on the imagination. In Germany, after Kant, there 
could be no more significant thinkers of the Enlightenment. The tide of 
Romanticism was rushing inevitably forward. 


PART FOUR 


Faith in the lmagination 


11 


THE PSYCHE REACHES OUT: 
SYMPATHY 


( ) of the major themes of mid and 


late eighteenth-century thought, both moral and aesthetic, is the power 
of sympathy. It becomes especially important for English Romanticism. 
Coleridge, Wordsworth, Hazlitt, and Keats all share this legacy. Sym- 
pathy forms the cornerstone of Hazlitt’s writing on both moral thought 
and the arts in general. The idea of sympathy—how the individual feels 
for other people and approaches the world at large, how he identifies 
with others or even with inanimate nature—had become intimately 
connected with the idea of the imagination.’ Adam Smith put the case 
succinctly in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) when he said that 
sympathy, which for Smith constitutes the whole of man’s moral sense, 
relies completely on the imagination. As we approach Hazlitt and the 
Romantics, we are confronting the culmination of a century of thought. 
Hazlitt returns time and again to the wellsprings of Hobbes, Butler, 
Locke, Shaftesbury, and the associationists, particularly Tucker and 
Priestley. For the fundamental premise of Hazlitt, which struck him as a 
young man, is that the imagination governs both our relationships with 
other people and our understanding of the natural world. In Hazlitt we 
see the grand combination of sympathy and imagination in morality, in 
associationism, and in a ready aesthetic sensibility that has both empiri- 
cal and intuitional sides. 

The idea of sympathy began to attain importance early in the cen- 
tury. Shaftesbury had said, “All things sympathize.” On a high philo- 
sophical plane, sympathy could be considered the cohesive force behind 
an organic view of the universe. Yet on a more manageable scale, sym- 
pathy also becomes that special power of the imagination which permits 
the self to escape its own confines, to identify with other people, to per- 
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ceive things in a new way, and to develop an aesthetic appreciation of 
the world that coalesces both the subjective self and the objective other. 
Yet as Hazlitt would point out, abstraction, though necessary, is danger- 
ous by itself. We turn to the specific, for it is the particular and the indi- 
vidual that engage the imagination, embodying its creative power, and 
which eventually lead the whole mind to an understanding of things as 
they relate to each other. “We can conceive nothing clearly in the ab- 
stract,” maintains Hugh Blair in his Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles 
Lettres (1783); “all distinct ideas are formed upon particulars.”? Earlier 
in 1776, George Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric compared the re- 
mark in Luke (12.27), “Consider the lilies how they grow,” with a re- 
vised version in which all particular words are generalized: “Consider 
the flowers, how they gradually increase in their size.” 


SYMPATHY IN ITS FUNDAMENTAL FORM: HUTCHESON 
AND ARBUCKLE, COOPER AND CAMPBELL 


The interest in sympathy, which by the middle of the century was 
becoming strongly linked to the concept of the imagination, emerged as 
a by-product of the Enlightenment debate about the moral nature of 
man. The contention of Hobbes that man is basically selfish seemed so 
convincing, given his premises, that no one could forget it. One writer 
after another, starting with Richard Cumberland in his De Legibus Na- 
turae (1672), tried to answer Hobbes. Religious apologists could waive 
Hobbes’s assumptions, but that would not satisfy those impressed by 
the new science and the new psychology. 

For many, Shaftesbury offered a viable alternative in his argument on 
behalf of the “inner sense” or the “moral sense.” He developed the 
major point of Cumberland: men’s social affections are just as “natural” 
as those impulses and appetites that Hobbes calls “selfish.” We have a 
capacity, as open to cultivation as any other, to recognize moral virtue 
and to prefer it for its own sake. More subtle was the argument of 
Bishop Joseph Butler in his Sermons (1726). He sides with Shaftesbury 
in asserting that social affections are as natural as self-preservation, but 
he also resurrects the Stoic argument that “pleasure” is not necessarily 
the first aim of our desires or appetites. Our desires have an object, and 
“pleasure” comes only as a result of attaining that object. We get plea- 
sure because we want a thing for its own sake, not because an inner he- 
donistic drive tells us that we shall feel “pleasure” by securing it. The 
distinction is crucial and was to be incorporated as an essential premise 
in Hazlitt’s manifesto on behalf of the sympathetic imagination, his 
Essay on the Principles of Human Action (1805). 
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By the 1720s and 1730s the argument against Hobbes was taken fur- 
ther onto Hobbes’s own ground. Shaftesbury and his followers, the 
“benevolists,” were joined by psychologists and associationists who 
showed how an empirical outlook could reveal a powerful, sympathetic, 
and tender side of human nature. Francis Hutcheson and James Ar- 
buckle dwelt on man’s innately sympathetic moral nature, yet they also 
emphasized how this sympathetic nature could be deduced from experi- 
ence, from an empirical awareness of human behavior and society. Ar- 
buckle connected the idea of sympathy directly to the imagination. 
Hutcheson, in his Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and 
Virtue (1725), separates what Shaftesbury had called the “moral sense” 
from the “sense of beauty” and argues that man has a natural tendency 
toward the good. Hutcheson’s book is better known than the work of 
Arbuckle, yet Arbuckle first combined the general notion of aesthetics 
with two other elements, Addison’s “pleasures of the imagination” and 
Arbuckle’s astonishingly original thought that the imagination is re- 
sponsible not only for artistic and aesthetic pleasure but also for the abil- 
ity to put oneself in the place of others. Arbuckle made this observation 
at least thirty years in advance of Adam Smith’s and Burke’s comments 
about sympathy and imagination. 

In his Collection of Letters and Essays (1728, first published as Hi- 
bernicus’s Letters in 1722), Arbuckle speaks of the imagination as “di- 
vinely implanted” to act as a moral faculty. Social affection, benevo- 
lence, the Golden Rule—all would be impossible if we were unable to 
sympathize with others and feel as they do. “Hence,” says Arbuckle, 
“we may see the Wisdom of our Creator in giving us this Imaginging 
Faculty.” It is possible that Burke, growing up in Dublin where Hiber- 
nicus’s Letters had been published, read them as a student. At any rate, 
tucked away in Arbuckle’s essays is a strong and direct connection be- 
tween imagination and the power of sympathy. 

Imagination, for Arbuckle, has a free play that can turn anywhere and 
permits us to feel for others. Yet this free play is also that very quality of 
the imagination responsible for some of its most delightful artistic com- 
positions. Arbuckle calls this free play of the imagination “Castle-build- 
ing.” It is another way that the imagination makes it possible for a per- 
son to escape from the husk of a subjective ego. Thomas Reid later 
suggested that Addison was the first to call this play of the imagination 
“castle building,” although Sidney says in his Apology: “‘wholly imagi- 
native, as we are wont to say by them that build castles in the air.” In 
this act the imagination, continues Reid (writing late in the century), 
combines not only creative power but “judgment, taste, moral senti- 
ment, as well as the passions and affections.” 

Archibald Campbell and John Gilbert Cooper either picked up the 
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idea of sympathy and imagination from Arbuckle or developed it on 
their own. The connection between the imagination and sympathy was, 
before 1750, already established, but it was not common. Campbell, in 
his Enquiry into the Original of Moral Virtue (1734), proposes that 
sympathy is a kind of imaginative substitution or identification. And 
Cooper, whom Edmond Malone called the “last of the benevolists,” 
speaks of the “sympathizing Warmth of . . . Imagination.” 

The title of the book in which Cooper makes this remark, Letters 
Concerning Taste (3rd. ed., 1757), rightly suggests that the moral and 
sympathetic nature of the imagination was rarely separated from aes- 
thetic concerns. In fact, the power to sympathize and to identify with 
someone or with something was already viewed as a highly valuable part 
of the poet’s free play of imagination. Shaftesbury had praised the poet 
as one who grasps “the inward form and structure of his fellow crea- 
ture” and is himself “‘no certain man, nor has any certain or genuine 
character.” The poet is “annihilated” by throwing himself into the ob- 
ject or the person he imitates, and thus the poet’s own subjective nature 
is absorbed into the objective world, creating a poem or work of art that 
captures the fullest possible human perception of nature and of other in- 
dividuals. As Pope had praised Homer for his imaginative invention and 
for the fire of his enthusiasm, Shaftesbury praises Homer as “the great 
mimographer”: “He describes no qualities or virtues; censures no man- 
ners; makes no encomiums ... Tis the characters who show themselves. 
Tis they who speak in such a manner as distinguishes them in all things 
from all others, and makes them ever like themselves ... The poet ... 
makes hardly any figure at all, and is scarce discoverable in his poem.” 
This sympathetic power of the poet also gives him the ability to suggest 
characters or qualities of things with great economy and accuracy. 
Sympathy makes us more open to suggestions, and more able to make 
them. For the poet, remarks Shaftesbury, ““A few words let fall on any 
slight occasion, from any of the parties he introduces, are sufficient to 
denote their manners and distinct character. From a finger or toe he can 
represent ... the frame and fashion of a whole body.” 

These maxims of Shaftesbury are similar to those of Keats more than 
a century later. Keats even uses Shaftesbury’s word “annihilated” to 
express the submergence of the poet’s own character in his material. 
The connection with Keats is natural, since Keats was relying to a great 
extent on Hazlitt, who inherited the eighteenth-century tradition of 
sympathy in both its moral and its critical aspects. Keats also uses the 
image of a chameleon to describe the ideal poetical character, a usage 
probably suggested by Hazlitt himself. Perhaps Hazlitt, or less likely 
Keats, had read Zachary Mayne’s Two Dissertations Concerning Sense 
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and the Imagination (1728), which makes a general case for the imagi- 
nation in its capacity to sympathize with or to become like what sur- 
rounds it. Mayne couches this general observation in a specific image: 
the imagination is “like the Cameleon, of which Creature it is reported 
that it changes its Hue according to the Colour of the Place where it 
happens to be.” 


HUME AND BURKE 


Unwilling to assign our propensity for sympathy to a simple cause, 
Hume shrewdly analyzes the various psychological reasons for the sym- 
pathetic impulse. At the root of all these reasons is the imagination, but 
for Hume, the imagination is a faculty too pervasive and general to rely 
upon for a detailed explanation. He turns instead to specific examples, 
which reveal complex motives. In the Treatise on Human Nature 
(1739), he remarks that “We naturally sympathize with others in the 
sentiments they entertain of us.” Our self-esteem is at stake, so our in- 
terest is heightened. With a wry twist Hume ventures the case of a man 
with stinking breath who is always concerned with or “‘sympathizing” 
with what others think of him and with the way he is offending their 
senses. Also, says Hume, it is of course other people that most resemble 
our own selves in their desires and passions and so they have ‘‘an advan- 
tage above any other object, in operating on the imagination.”® But our 
natural interest in others, our gregariousness, is not always sympathetic. 
When examined closely, sympathy is likely to turn out to be nothing 
more than a contagion or infection of feeling. This kind of experience— 
indeed all sympathy—only repeats our own original feelings and whips 
them into a state of excitement. As both Hume and Johnson noted re- 
peatedly, strong feelings, of whatever kind, are more likely to engage the 
mind and to give pleasure than weak feelings. A great deal of what 
passes for “sympathy” is merely intensity of feeling. 

Hume’s sharp and ambivalent attitude toward sympathy comes out, 
too, in the way he criticizes the notion of sympathetic identification. For 
one thing, the force of envy and the tendency to revert to our own con- 
cerns permit only a short lease of time to any real identification: “No 
force of imagination can convert us into another person, and make us 
fancy that we, being that person, reap benefit from those valuable quali- 
ties which belong to him.” We have difficulty in identifying, in a sympa- 
thetic way, with the better side of someone else, especially if it is a side 
better than our own best. And if we do make such a sympathetic identi- 
fication, it soon vanishes. Hume concludes that “no celerity of imagina- 
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tion could immediately transport us back into ourselves and make us 
love and esteem the person.”? We cannot be two people at once, nor an- 
other person for long. 

Yet in the midst of this brilliant and tart psychological penetration, 
Hume never denies the power and the natural inclination of sympathy. 
He simply wants to examine certain motives and show the complexities 
involved. If one “faculty” had to be chosen as responsible for the ability 
to sympathize, it would, for Hume, be the imagination. He, like many 
others, Burke among them, also stresses that within our sympathetic 
power the same principle operates in considerations of aesthetics as in 
judgments of morality. 

On both the aesthetic and moral planes, however, Burke is more 
ready than Hume to speak of an unqualified “force of natural sym- 
pathy.” Writing in the Enquiry (1756), Burke devotes a whole section 
to “Sympathy, Imitation, Ambition.” He says that in observing others, 
“‘we are moved as they are moved,” and our “sympathy must be consid- 
ered as a sort of substitution.” Burke offers two curious examples. Jacob 
Spon’s Recherches d’antiquités (1683) mentions the bizzare case of the 
philosopher Tomasso Campanella (1568-1639), who got inside people 
by imitating their every gesture in face and body “and then carefully 
observed what turn of mind he seemed to acquire by this change.” Thus 
sympathy often relies heavily on the relationship between mind and 
body, a lesson later allegorized to an extreme in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde. Burke’s second example is of Blacklock, the blind poet who, like 
Helen Keller, used a kind of sympathy to grasp the essence of things and 
could “describe visual objects with more spirit and justness” than many 
endowed with perfect sight.'° 

Burke in general follows the lead of Addison that it is the imagination, 
with its ability to arouse passions and feelings and with its openness to 
the suggestions of words, that naturally forms the basis of all imitations. 
But then Burke calls attention to the “affecting arts,” those that engage 
us completely in their subject. This form of imitation relies on sym- 
pathy, which thus appears as a certain kind of imagination—imagination 
capturing the full nature of a thing or person in all its emotional and as- 
sociational involvements. Poetry, which does not describe to the senses 
but engages the imagination of the hearer, has as its business “to affect 
rather by sympathy than imitation; to display rather the effect of things 
on the mind of the speaker, or of others, than to present a clear idea of 
things themselves.” So often, says Burke, ‘““We yield to sympathy, what 
we refuse to description.”'' If, as Keats was to say, the poet has a “de- 
sign” upon us or is too well-schooled in verisimilitude, our interest is not 
immediately caught. 

Burke’s analysis is somewhat confused, understandable in the larger 
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context of the Enquiry and forgivable at the age he wrote the book. Yet 
he stands, next to Hume and Smith, as one of those figures who gen- 
erated intense speculation and interest about sympathy and its connec- 
tion with the imagination. The popularity of the Enquiry alone assured 
a large audience for Burke’s hazy but suggestive remarks about imagina- 
tive sympathy. Burke, Smith, and Hume each admired the work of the 
others on sympathy. They kept an open mind on the subject because 
they realized its complexity, and in the approach of the others each 
could see an important new consideration. 

In the years immediately preceding the appearance of Smith’s Theory 
of Moral Sentiments (1759), a landmark in mid-century writings on 
sympathy and the imagination, there was an increasing interest in the 
subject. Several books discussed sympathy. These do not necessarily 
mention the imagination, and most deal with morality rather than poetic 
theory, but they all indicate the interest in what was thought to be an 
essential but little-understood part of human nature. In 1753 James Bal- 
four’s A Delineation of the Nature and Obligation of Morality ap- 
peared, followed the next year by two works that also illustrate the rise 
of sympathy, David Fordyce’s Elements of Moral Philosophy and 
James Burgh’s The Dignity of Human Nature. Thirty years after his 
first influential book, Hutcheson published A System of Moral Philoso- 
phy (1755), which mentions sympathy as a permanent quality in man’s 
nature.'? Thomas Nettleton’s Treatise on Virtue and Happiness was, 
by 1754, entering its fifth edition. In two chapters titled “Of Sympathy 
and Social Affection” and “Of the Moral Sense,” Nettleton contends 
that our moral sense is directed primarily to an abstract idea of beauty 
and good, whereas it is sympathy that aids in the actual practice and ap- 
plication of the moral sense to everyday situations. 

The idea of imaginative sympathy struck home even to Johnson, 
usually wary of the imagination as a guide. In Rambler 60 (October 13, 
1750), he makes a sweeping assertion: “All joy or sorrow for the happi- 
ness or calamities of others is produced by an act of the imagination, that 
realizes the event ... by placing us, for a time, in the condition of him 
whose fortune we contemplate; so that we feel ... whatever emotions 
would be excited by the same good or evil happening to ourselves.” 


SMITH’S FORMULA 


Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) opened the 
floodgate to a rising tide of interest in the sympathetic imagination. His 
book became hugely influential. Many authors, among them Hazlitt, 
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Thomas Brown, and Shelley, built their arguments with an eye to his. 
The educated world discussed him in everyday conversation. He had 
written an encompassing book, and the first few pages clearly stated its 
premise: sympathy is the basis of all moral thought and action, and the 
sole agency by which this sympathetic feeling operates is the imagina- 
tion. 

In addition to Smith’s psychological acumen, his premise had a broad 
foundation. It implied so much. The mind has an innate power of sym- 
pathy. Interest in others often overrides our selfish impulses and, what is 
more, gives pleasure to ourselves. As it prompts actions that alleviate the 
sorrows of others, it also increases our own joy. But we do not do good 
in order to feel good; we do so because it falls within our instinctive 
power: 


Though our brother is upon he rack . . . it is by the imagination only that 
we can form any conception of what are his sensations. Neither can that 
faculty help us to this any other way, than by representing to us what 
would be our own, if we were in his case. It is the impressions of our own 
sense only, not those of his, which our imaginations copy. By the imagi- 
nation we place ourselves in his situation ... we enter as it were into his 
body, and become in some measure the same person with him." 


The imagination heightens and vivifies our awareness of another’s feel- 
ings until those feelings dawn into reality for us and we feel them just as 
intensely as he does—perhaps more so. 

Consider, says Smith, the case of a madman who unwittingly strolls 
near a cliff. Our alarm exceeds his fear. Or the subject of our apprehen- 
sion may be beyond help, or not even want our help, yet we still feel what 
he feels and react with sympathy. “The mob, when they are gazing at 
a dancer on the slack rope, naturally writhe and twist and balance their 
own bodies . . . as they feel that they themselves must do if in his situa- 
tion.”'* The more accurately and completely our imagination repro- 
duces the circumstances of another in our mind, the more readily the 
feeling of sympathy is excited. Imagination, therefore, encourages us to 
know a situation, to ascertain events surrounding a person, and even to 
learn the character and passions of the person who is the object of sym- 
pathy. 

The art of biography depends on a sympathetic imagination. It is no 
coincidence that the remark of Johnson quoted above is in the Rambler 
issue that centers on problems and advantages of biography. We escape 
the monotony and confinement of our own lives. The same kind of es- 
cape also occurs, says Smith, when we discover that another person has 
sympathized with us. That awareness binds us to him in a process of re- 
ciprocation and pleasure. We are more than flattered; we are moved— 
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and being moved incites us to follow our own imaginative power to a re- 
ciprocal sympathy. 

In Smith, sympathy and imagination are not synonymous. The imag- 
inative act of recreating, in our own mind and emotions, what another 
person feels must precede the actual exercise of sympathy. The moral 
and social result of fellow-feeling is predicated upon an initial working 
of the imagination. The imagination changes how we feel and what we 
sense. This transformation generates, or taps, that sense of concern and 
interest leading us to act for the sake of others. Smith’s simple and force- 
ful premise darted down like a shaft of sunlight in a century that, since 
Hobbes, had been darkened with moral systems based on self-interest. 
The imagination, already accepted as a vital and innate faculty, now be- 
came absolutely indispensable to the exercise of man’s basic social and 
moral instinct, his “‘fellow-feeling” or sympathy. 


SYMPATHY IN MIMESIS 


After 1760, Smith and Hume provided a nucleus around which moral 
philosophers, especially other Scots like Reid, Stewart, Hutton, and 
Brown, clustered in their discussions of imagination and sympathy. The 
effects of Smith and Hume percolated down through the early nine- 
teenth century. For instance, in 1790 Archibald Alison regarded Smith’s 
Moral Sentiments as “the most eloquent work on the subject ... that 
Modern Europe has produced.”’* Literary critics, the associationists in 
particular, also shifted to the idea of sympathy and included it in their 
analyses of genius and the poetical character. Burke and Shaftesbury 
had earlier urged sympathy as a trait in developing the greatest mimetic 
power. The poet does not speak for himself but gives each character or 
scene an articulate tongue of its own to break the sable chain and dumb 
enchantment. Now, starting in the 1760s and 1770s, the poet’s sympa- 
thetic power began to be seen as an adjunct of his imagination, and criti- 
cal thinking increasingly explored this relationship. Saturating this ap- 
proach was the example of Shakespeare. Immensely popular, 
Shakespeare seeemed to fit perfectly the ideal of a writer blessed with 
sympathetic imagination and the ability to identify completely with his 
own creations. When critics wanted to exemplify how a poet’s sym- 
pathy could reveal a character or capture the essence of an object, they 
turned repeatedly to Shakespeare. This tendency became one of the 
more pronounced interests of romantic criticism. 


James Beattie crisply summed up the attitude of many writers when 
in 1778 he said that “the philosophy of Sympathy ought always to form 
a part of the science of Criticism.”'° Critics began to connect imagina- 
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tive sympathy with the process of imitation. Dugald Stewart, in lectures 
delivered during the 1790s, ventured the opinion that sympathetic imag- 
ination facilitates a kind of imitation desirable above all others. The art- 
ist does not trace the superficial and obvious but moves within his char- 
acters and scenes so that they seem to be illuminated from the inside 
out, glowing in their entirety, in the way that designs on a jack-o-lantern 
leap out into a kind of three-dimensionality when a candle is placed in 
the hollow center. In his Essay on the Dramatic Character of Sir John 
Falstaff (1777), Maurice Morgann echoes Shaftesbury when he says, 
“Every man ... has two characters; that is, every man may be seen ex- 
ternally, and from without;—or a section may be made of him, and he 
may be illuminated from within.”"’ Sympathetic imagination permits 
the artist to present the whole world as it is transformed and viewed 
from the standpoint of the one character or object he is imitating. The 
poet gives witness to the world as it is experienced through the medium 
of another person or point of view. 

Gerard points out that the ability to sympathize with a person or with 
a situation depends on the extent to which the imagination captures and 
traces the flow of associations that occur in the person’s mind and feel- 
ings, and how well the imagination follows the chain of effects that one 
passion produces as it amalgamates and directs the particular thoughts 
and associations of that other individual. In his Essay on Taste (1759), 
Gerard remarks that the imagination possesses a force of sympathy that 
“enlivens our ideas of the passions infused by it to such a pitch, as in a 
manner converts them to the passions themselves.” Suddenly we are not 
thinking about what a character thinks, but feeling as he feels. We are 
enmeshed in his associations and passions with their particular objects, 
which are highly individualistic. Yet the associations and feelings of an- 
other that the imagination recreates are not random, excepting the mad- 
man—though even he, like Shakespeare’s clowns and fools, may have a 
method and message. Some feeling or desire, some idea or bent of mind 
marshals these particulars into a full-bodied personality. Instead of de- 
scribing only a “ruling passion” or repeating a type, the artist can create 
an individual by presenting personal associations, habits, and words as 
they are aligned and linked by an overarching desire, such as the ambi- 
tion of Richard III. Macbeth is ambitious, too, but a completely differ- 
ent character; sympathetic imagination works from individual particu- 
lars and wipes away the fuzzy diffractions of general description.* 


* See e.g. Thomas Whately’s Remarks on Some of the Characters of Shakespeare 
(1785), which lay at least fifteen years in manuscript. Whately compares Macbeth and 
Richard III and perhaps would have done more in the field of criticism had he not sus- 
pended literary work to complete his magnum opus, Observations on Modern Garden- 
ing (1770). 


The Psyche Reaches Out: Sympathy 153 


When the sympathetic power is engaged, says Gerard, “the most dis- 
tant hint is sufficient to direct the imagination to an object which is con- 
gruous to the present disposition of mind.”'® For example, following the 
stripping off of Lear’s rank and dignity, his self-respect, and finally his 
barest comforts, exclamations of his that might otherwise sound vague 
become poignant and rich with meaning. ‘“‘Didst thou give all to thy 
daughters, and art thou come to this?” he says. And underneath we hear 
the more passionate and terse cry, “What! have his daughters brought 
him to this pass?” The line conjures up the whole of the tragedy. 

Sympathy becomes what Gerard calls a “happy structure of imagina- 
tion,” an infallible principle of organization that seems automatically to 
select what the poet should and should not imitate in order to present a 
convincing and complete portrait. Sympathy prevents the poet's imagi- 
nation “from turning aside to wander in improper roads.”’” Sympathy, 
as it were, conditions or sensitizes the imagination to concentrate its 
creative power along certain lines that will result in the most unified and 
insightful imitations. 


One result of this sympathetic guiding of the imagination is the abil- 
ity to capture what is “natural,” not what is concocted by an artificial 
scheme or mechanical rite of composition. Critics now begin to stress a 
speech and diction that Hugh Blair identifies as the “natural language of 
passion.” In this movement we can already see the basic romantic em- 
phasis on the language of feeling, on what Wordsworth calls the lan- 
guage of “a man speaking to men.” Blair, in his Lectures on Rhetoric 
(1783), explains that, “There is no possibility of speaking properly the 
language of any passion without feeling it.”*” In rough terms, “poetic” 
or “artificial” diction blocks the full exercise of sympathy. Stock words 
and phrases tend to hobble the imagination, preventing it from creating 
or perceiving those particular ways in which a person speaks or reacts 
with feeling to a situation. A stilted and frozen vocabulary, especially 
one of abstract description, cannot possibly express what Dryden had 
called the ‘“‘life-touches” of art. 


THE EXAMPLE OF SHAKESPEARE 


To Gerard, Kames, Blair, and Beattie, the “natural language of pas- 
sion” did not emerge as a text or precept standing by itself. They be- 
lieved in it and promoted it, to a large degree, as a commentary on the 
text of Shakespeare. At no other time from Dryden to the present has 
the figure of Shakespeare been more in the critical limelight, and at no 
other time have the ideas of sympathy and imagination been more 
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openly confronted and explored than from 1760 to about 1825. This was 
the period of “bardolatry.” Shakespeare was worth a legion of critics, 
and his language became a model for new poetic speech based on the 
sympathetic imagination. “Pray you, undo this button,” and “Out, 
damned spot!” were lines carrying greater force than any lengthy, ab- 
stract argument about the effect of emotional and natural language. 

The secret of Shakespeare’s power lay in his ability to identify with 
his own creations. As early as 1664, Margaret Cavendish had noted that 
he seemed to “metamorphose” himself into his characters.”’ Shaftes- 
bury considered the whole of Hamlet to be a kind of long soliloquy in 
which Shakespeare had effectively become the young prince. At least 
three critics of the 1760s and 1770s valued and dwelt on this sympa- 
thetic nature of Shakespeare’s imagination. In her Essay on the Writings 
and Genius of Shakespeare (1769), Elizabeth Montagu praises the dia- 
logue and expressions in Shakespeare’s plays because they unfold “the 
internal state of the persons interested, and never fail to command our 
sympathy. Shakespeare seems to have had the art of the Dervise, in the 
Arabian tales, to throw his soul into the body of another man, and be at 
once possessed of his sentiments, adopt his passions, and rise to all the 
functions and feelings of his situation.”** 

Five years later in 1774, William Richardson, in his A Philosophical 
Analysis and Illustration of Some of Shakespeare’s Remarkable Char- 
acters, puts Shakespeare’s range and gift of sympathetic identification in 
an image that would later be used by both Hazlitt and Coleridge: “He is 
the Proteus of the drama” and “changes himself into every character.” 
For Richardson, not only is the power of forming characters essential to 
dramatic invention, but the writer must imitate them “‘in their natural 
expressions, the passions and affections of which they are composed.” 
In Richardson’s opinion, Shakespeare unites these capabilities: he cre- 
ates characters, then lets them speak for themselves, only endowed with 
a Shakespeare’s tongue. 

As one critic put it, Shakespeare’s imagination creates such truthful 
and individual characters that it is tempting to speculate about their off- 
stage existences and wonder what they are saying and doing after their 
exit. Morgann, in his landmark Essay on the Dramatic Character of Sir 
John Falstaff (1777), remarks that, with all of Shakespeare’s characters, 
it is fit to consider them “rather as Historic than Dramatic beings,” an 
attitude that extends down at least to the famous reaction, “How many 
children had Lady Macbeth?” Each character is really a complex image, 
and Shakespeare possesses ‘“‘a wonderful facility of compressing, as it 
were, his own spirit into these images.” Each line, phrase, and remark 
thickens with associations and is “in fact relative, and inferring all 
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the rest.”** The poetic composition in which associations imply and 
modify one another and in which the poet has a “wonderful facility of 
compressing” his spirit into images closely approximates both the literal 
and literary meanings of the German dichten and Dichtungskraft. 


With the example of Shakespeare living through and ‘“‘metamor- 
phosed” into all his characters, the critical plea for a “natural language 
of passion” sounded far more solid and convincing than it would other- 
wise have been. Shakespeare, as Kames remarked in his Elements of 
Criticism, “is superior to all other writers in delineating passion.” And 
by passion, Kames and others did not mean only turbulent or fierce 
emotions. They had in mind something like the list of qualities Shaftes- 
bury had considered to be passions: “‘anger, ambition, desires, loves, 
eager and tumultuous joys, wishes, hopes, transporting fancies, extrava- 
gant mirth, airiness, humour, fantasticalness, buffoonery, drollery.” 
Shakespeare seemed to capture all these not by “a laboured descrip- 
tion,” as Gerard said in reflecting a common distinction, but by ‘“‘a natu- 
ral representation of the passion.” 


SENSIBILITY 


The sympathetic imagination that represents passion by getting in- 
side of it, feeling and expressing it, produces strong and vivid results. 
The poet, filled with his subject in a powerful way, gets “carried away.” 
Plato had said, ““‘Who would be a poet cannot be master of himself.” 
Shakespeare could transport himself into his creations, and this was one 
way to interpret that “poetic transport” or “divine inspiration” which 
classical authors had commended. The classical phrases, however, were 
becoming clichés. The late Enlightenment replaced them in part with 
the word “sensibility,” and as a meaningful way to describe a poet’s at- 
tributes, it remained a valuable and common watchword for at least two 
generations. Today “sensibility” is apt to be used in a general or ill-de- 
fined way and, in the plural, often as a mildly satiric jab, implying an 
affected or overdelicate taste. For the late Enlightenment, the Roman- 
tics, and much of the earlier nineteenth century generally, “sensibility” 
really stood for the susceptibility or ability of the poet to identify with 
his creations in a feeling way and to express that feeling in passionate 
and natural language. Ultimately, the whole concept rests on the imagi- 
nation, As Stewart said in his Elements of the Philosophy of the Human 
Mind (1792), “What we commonly call sensibility depends, in a great 
measure, on the power of the imagination.””’ John Ogilvie, writing al- 
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most twenty years earlier in 1774, had said that the “facility of entering 
deeply into the feelings of the heart” is a distinguishing feature of “those 
writers who will always stand in the highest rank.””° 

Not only the poet but the critic, claamed Gerard, ought to possess ‘“‘a 
sensibility of heart, as fits a man for being easily moved, and for readily 
catching ... any passion that a work is fitted to excite.”’’ Beattie also 
identified “sensibility” and “enthusiasm” with the poet’s power of sym- 
pathizing with and feeling for “every part of his subject.””® Priestley, in 
his 1777 Lectures on Oratory and Criticism, published the year before 
Beattie’s observations, had remarked, ‘““The more vivid are a man’s ideas, 
and the greater is his sensibility, the more intirely, and with the greater 
facility, doth he adapt himself to the situations he is viewing.””° “‘Sensi- 
bility,’ which has in the twentieth century seemed a rather vague criti- 
cal word, is rooted directly in the idea of the sympathetic imagination, 
which explains why it became so popular, though it later fell from over- 
use. Imagination implies a certain openness, even a vulnerability to the 
world and to the feeling of others. George Campbell put it well when he 
said that “Sympathy is not a passion, but that quality of the soul which 
renders it susceptible of almost any passion.”?° 

The ancient “poetic transport,” “frenzy,” “enthusiasm,” and ‘“‘in- 
spiration” were thus seen as part of that sympathetic power of the imag- 
ination to get out of itself and feel its way strongly and vividly into other 
people and even into the forms of nature. As long as there was no imme- 
diate danger of becoming hurt, the poet and his audience might also 
pleasurably identify with distressing or potentially dangerous situa- 
tions. This was, in a way, the beginning of the “romantic” stress, which 
could easily be cheapened, on the suffering hero or heroine. In the late 
eighteenth century, it was a relatively new phenomenon in serious liter- 
ature. Thomas Barnes’ paper entitled “On the Pleasure which the Mind 
in Many Cases Receives from Contemplating Scenes of Distress” ap- 
pears in the Memoirs of the Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Manchester (Vol. 1), and indicates the critical and psychological inter- 
est in this area. 

The idea of sympathetic imagination applied not only to the poet but 
to his audience and, in the case of a playwright, to the actors who would 
perform his plays. Aaron Hill, in his Essay on the Art of Acting in 
which the Dramatic Passions are Properly Defined and Described 
(1779), warned that if an actor is to be successful, his “Imagination 
must conceive a strong idea of the passion ” to be represented, and he 
“never must attempt its imitation, till his fancy has conceived so strong 
an image, or idea, of it, as .. . when it is undesigned and natural.”*' The 
idea of the sympathetic imagination began, in the 1760s and 1770s, to 


The Psyche Reaches Out: Sympathy 157 


change acting styles and to affect the audience’s reaction, especially to 
scenes of pathos and passion. 


EMPATHY 


‘Empathy ” is a word never used in the English Enlightenment or the 
Romantic period. A translation of the German Einfuhlung, it means 
“in-feeling” or “feeling into” something. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, Rudolph Hermann Lotze and Wilhelm Wundt de- 
veloped Einftihblung to an aesthetic doctrine, which was explained more 
fully by Theodor Lipps in his Asthetik (1903-1906). E. G. Titchener, a 
pupil of Wundt, coined the English translation “empathy,” and Vernon 
Lee popularized it. However, empathy was not at all a new concept. 
Herder had used Einftihlen (“empathy”) to describe the cast of mind of 
an artist endowed, as Isaiah Berlin interprets it, “with historical insight 
and imagination” and able to “feel himself into” (sich einftiblen) the in- 
dividuality and variety of human experience.*? Coleridge had spoken of 
an imaginative union of the percipi and the percipere, the “perceived” 
and the “‘perceiver.” In short, what we now call “empathy” was very 
much alive in the late Enlightenment, although the English word did 
not exist. “Sympathy,” to our present confusion, was often used instead. 

One difference between empathy and sympathy can be put in basic 
terms (though there are qualifications). Sympathy we might properly 
reserve for an imaginative feeling or identification with another human 
being. After all, as Hume said, human beings most resemble each other, 
and so they sympathize with each other more readily than with any- 
thing else. This sounds like a tautology, but is not always so. Smith put 
his finger on the point when he said that when we sympathize with 
someone, we are actually working up our own feelings into duplicating 
his; we can do this because one person has fundamentally the same 
emotional and intellectual make-up as all others, at least when compared 
to other animals. The question remains as to whether a person can truly 
sympathize with something that is not human, or is just projecting 
human values, emotions, and reactions onto an animal, or even onto an 
inanimate object, and then sympathizing with those projections. Per- 
haps we can feel as the creature feels, yet perhaps we are also “human- 
izing” it, especially if the animal already has some degree of similarity 
with human nature. Shakespeare’s passage on “‘poor Wat” the hare, in 
Venus and Adonis, of which Coleridge was so fond, provides a good ex- 
ample of empathy that is almost sympathy—the frightened hare is de- 
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scribed in nearly human terms.* But how are we to sympathize with a 
tree or, as Keats said he did, with a billiard ball? Plants and things have 
no senses as we know them. Yet there is nothing “wrong” with 
projecting human attributes or senses onto them. Coleridge thought 
Shakespeare unsurpassed in his power to render nature “humanized.” 
Thus, Shakespeare gives an empathic description of a natural process 
which, in turn, is applied to the feelings and passions of a character: 
“My way of life/Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf.” There is another 
twist. However much we sympathize with another, we can never be 
sure that our imagination is accurately reproducing what he feels. We 
may misconstrue his experience. This may then not be sympathy but a 
form of empathy, projecting how we imagine a person feels and then 
identifying with that (false) projection? 

Arguing about the two words is fruitful, for there are—or can be— 
helpful differences. But a specific case of either sympathy or empathy is 
worth many general definitions. The late Enlightenment in England got 
along rather well with “sympathy” alone, and critics extended its range 
to an imaginative feeling for, or even an identification with, animals and 
objects. Much of the result of a sympathy for particulars in nature was 
an aesthetic sensibility, a concord of nature with the mind as associa- 
tions were aroused in the mind by those scenes before it, or even by 
imagined ones, like Satan’s flight through chaos. In the late eighteenth 
century, much of this aesthetic doctrine fell into two categories, the 
beautiful and the sublime. They, like so many aesthetic values, seemed 
to depend entirely on the power of imagination and its accompanying 
associations. 

An object with which we have personal associations may act like a 
symbol and prompt our imaginations to recreate certain experiences. 
Beattie says, for example, that we may “see in ruins a house in which we 
have long lived,” and proceed to reconstruct from it many memories.” 
But the imagination also responds to enduring aesthetic forms in nature, 
which act similarly on everyone. Burke says that we sympathize with 
the power of certain things, such as storms, and not with the things 
themselves. In this way one value, like the sublime or the beautiful, may 
show through many different natural scenes because our imaginations 
associate all these scenes with one kind of feeling. 

In his Elements of Criticism, Kames asserts that our “sense of order” 
is attuned to “the order of nature.” So “thinking upon a body in motion, 
we follow its natural course. The mind falls with a heavy body, de- 


* A marvelous passage in Cowper’s Task (IV 336-356), in which he describes a man, 
his cart and horses in a snowstorm, exemplifies how “We may ... sympathize with 
others” and gives concrete form to the “feeling into” a subject that so many poets and crit- 
ics were beginning to value highly. 
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scends with a river, and ascends with flame and smoke.” Sluggish mo- 
tion in another person or object creates or suggests to us a feeling of lan- 
guor. Water plunging through rocks gives a tumultuous sensation.”* It is 
not hard to see how this immediate and emotional bond between the self 
and nature reveals an imaginative state of mind closely related, for ex- 
ample, to passages in the Prelude. 

Archibald Alison, in the Principles of Taste (1790), remarks that in 
observing the “forms” of objects, we may feel a sympathy or a feeling 
with the shape itself, and this produces an aesthetic emotion within us. 
A fine and winding line, such as Hogarth’s serpentine “line of beauty,” 
is beautiful “‘not of itself, and originally,” but because we identify with 
it. Its shape and sense of motion coincide with our feelings of ‘‘ease and 
volition” as we follow the line with our eyes.** Similarly, when a ball we 
have hit or thrown is beyond our influence, we still yell or apply body 
english to change its flight. Priestley had used this example first, almost 
twenty years earlier. “What is more common,” he said, “than to see 
persons in playing at bowls, lean their own bodies, and writhe them into 
every possible attitude, according to the course they would have their 
bowl to take?”’¢ 

As early as 1769 Daniel Webb had noticed that empathy with natural 
objects often depends on the ability of the imagination to follow, antici- 
pate, and complete some movement in those objects or sounds. In his 
Observations on the Correspondence between Poetry and Music he re- 
lates the motion of music and the progress of human passions to the 
completing and anticipating power of the imagination. His work is just 
one indication of how ut pictura poesis was becoming ut musica 
poesis.*’ “If music owes its being to motion,” states Webb, “and, if pas- 
sion cannot well be conceived to exist without it, we have a right to con- 
clude, that the agreement of music with passion can have no other origin 
than a coincidence of movements.” In a general way, the imagination 
follows a movement or a developing form of nature and often impresses 
the direction or feeling of this movement, in an empathic way, onto its 
own creations: “The imagination may be raised by movements of ex- 
pansion; hence its agreement with pride, wonder, and emulation. But as 
these passions and their movements tend naturally towards increase, it 
follows, that the images here employed may be enlarged and dilated.”** 

Both sympathy and empathy dissolve the boundary between the ob- 
jective, outside world, and the subjective self. The imagination can, by a 
process of identification, extend the self out into the world and into 
other people. The result is neither strictly subjective nor objective, but a 
fusing of the two. Shakespeare accrued so many sympathies with his di- 
verse creations and he compounded so many individual subjective na- 
tures that, perhaps of all the poets, he may be called “objective,” for the 
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objective world can be seen as the total interworking of all of its indivi- 
dual beings and identities. In the 1770s and then through the Romantic 
period as a whole, the imagination was looked upon more and more as a 
power that not only worked in the mind but could really connect and 
even unite the self with the outside world. Empirical psychology, espe- 
cially in the hands of the associationists, was now—with the idea of the 
imagination well established—turning to the external world and trying 
to resolve the polarities of self and nature, subject and object, internal 
and external, perceiver and perceived. 


12 


THE PSYCHE REACHES OUT: 
COALESCENCE AND THE CHEMISTRY 
OF THE MIND 


Abu. from a direct discussion of 


sympathy and the sympathetic character of the imagination, the associa- 
tionists and the Scottish thinkers explored how the imagination forms 
its comprehensive recreation of the world and how, in a way, the self 
then becomes or assimilates that recreation. The self and the world meet 
most completely not through the senses but through an imaginative pro- 
cess. This (though for the British it is defined more loosely ) is the same 
question that German philosophy was then facing under the heading of 
the “Ich bin” and “Es gibt” systems. 

The associationists now lifted the concept of the imagination to a new 
and more sophisticated plane, one in which organicism and active pro- 
cess, rather than simple mechanism, govern the associative activity. 
Abraham Tucker, Archibald Alison, and others speak of association as a 
modifying, combining, and coalescing process. They analyze how the 
imagination conceives of and arranges the external world, how imagina- 
tion recreates within each mind the surrounding reality and places aes- 
thetic value upon it. The work of these associationists, from 1770 on, has 
much to do with imagination as a perceptive and connecting activity 
rather than as a strictly creative power turning to the arts. But for the 
most part, the simple faculty psychology is discarded or at least used 
with an awareness than it is a simplifying schema of things. These asso- 
ciationists are speaking about what the Germans, often developing 
points from the British, were already considering as the most funda- 
mental level of the imagination,* and what Coleridge would call “‘pri- 


* See above, pp. 119-120. 
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mary imagination.” The associationists now viewed the imagination as 
the true connecting link between the individual, subjective self and the 
universe at large. 


TUCKER’S “TRAINS” AND ‘““COMPOUNDS” 


Abraham Tucker’s The Light of Nature Pursued (1768-1778) ram- 
bles through seven volumes of ethics, metaphysics, and loosely-spun but 
often striking philosophy.' Hazlitt’s second book was an abridgment of 
it. He appreciated Tucker’s breadth of interest, keen observations on the 
mind, and use of examples drawn from daily life. (In Germany, Tucker 
was known by his nom de plume, Edward Search.) He is an empiricist’s 
empiricist who relies more on his own particular observations than on a 
system abstracted from many observations, inevitably distorting the ex- 
perience upon which it is supposed to be based. To the imagination he 
assigns all ‘‘sense appetite and instinct,” all sensation, and—most im- 
portantly—all forms of human perception and knowledge that we “fall 
upon by experience, or grow into by habit and custom.” All of these as 
“the produce of the imagination” have one thing in common: they arise 
from or represent a// spontaneous or involuntary activity in the mind. 
Imagination is the “perceptive” power, and it furnishes the only way we 
have of representing, collecting, and associating what the external world 
impresses on us. Without imagination, the mind would perpetually re- 
main what it is at birth, “a meer blank.’ 

Tucker discriminates between two basic kinds of imaginative “combi- 
nations.” Association forms “trains” of ideas, and “composition” fuses 
simple ideas into compound or complex ones. Associative “trains” may 
“grow so bulky that we cannot take them in at one glance, but are forced 
to turn about them .. . in order to view them a side at a time.” However, 
in this case, each idea in the train almost always excites “some part of 
the assemblage.” This “quality of cohering in our ideas” means not only 
that each idea connects with the ones immediately before and after it, 
but that its effect spreads throughout the whole. Impressions leave “a 
spice and tincture” by which they operate on and select all subsequent 
ideas. The mind tends to synthesize as much as possible. “Imagination 
is not so scanty but that it can exhibit several objects to our notice at 
once.” As trains of thought become more familiar and habitual, they 
may unite into compounds, which we sense as one idea. If the trains are 
too long for this conflation, then their “middle links frequently drop out 
or pass so swiftly as not to touch the notice.”? 

In compounds, all links coalesce or fuse into one amalgam, which 
“may have properties resulting from the composition which do not be- 
long to the parts singly whereof it consists.” Tucker here carries associa- 
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tion to a new level, “composition,” where ideas melt into and transform 
one another, producing a whole that can be entirely different from its 
component parts. In composition ideas ‘‘so mix and as I may say melt 
together as to form one single complex idea.” The mind continually 
overlays or groups together separate but related impressions until they 
crystallize into a unified whole handled as one single impression: 


Thus the taste of sugar . . . joins with the colour we saw .. . and the hard- 
ness we felt ... and the ideas of a certain colour consistency and sweet- 
ness make the complex of sugar. By degrees we add more ingredients to 
the compound, further experience informing us of other qualities con- 
stantly attending what we have already comprehended under the idea of 
sugar whenever they have an opportunity of showing themselves, and 
hence we learn that sugar is brittle, dissolvable, clammy, and astringent.* 


Drawing on memory, experience, and habit, the mind adds “fresh in- 
gredients to the compounds formed . . . in our imagination” and extends 
its range. Trains and compounds soon act as single ideas and group to- 
gether to form even larger compounds and trains: “The idea of the Iliad 
in the vulgar contains no more than an old story of a siege wrote in 
Greek verse: but . . . there arises in the mind of the poet or critic ideas of 
the fable, the characters, the sentiments, the figures, the diction, any of 
which being altered they would not acknowledge it to be Homer.” The 
imagination becomes a completing power that threads together many 
compounds. This “makes the imagination like a wilderness cut into a 
multitude of short alleys communicating together by gentle and almost 
imperceptible windings.” 

Our perceptions no longer depend on what is immediately present to 
our senses. We develop an “internal fund,” which is made possible be- 
cause “sensations after their disappearance leave ideas of themselves be- 
hind in the reflection .. . We talk of seeing cubes and globes, but in real- 
ity our sense exhibits no such objects to the mind: we can at most see 
only three sides of the former and one hemisphere of the: latter, but 
imagination supplies what is wanting to compleat their figures.” Like- 
wise in a picture, where objects lie level, “the roundness and protuber- 
ance we discern in them cannot come from the sense but must be drawn 
from our internal fund.” 

Although Tucker obscures this internal activity by connecting it with 
a change in the disposition and “mechanical play of our organs,” his 
final point is clear and important. The imagination fosters a ready and 
intuitive power of judgment that draws on accumulated perceptions and 
reflections. This judgment occurs “to the thought instantly and involun- 
tarily without deduction of reason or chain of consequences.” 

We look at the moon and judge instantaneously that it is far away. But 
if our imagination had not already provided us with other perceptions 
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and a cumulative sense of experience, we could not make such a judg- 
ment. Tucker gives a charming illustration. A boy, born blind, gains 
sight at age fourteen: ““One evening he was lost, and upon searching they 
found him upon the leads of the house. It seems he had been in the street 
and upon seeing the Moon peep a little over the roof he was going to 
climb up the tiles in order to catch her.’® 

When our perceptive and intuitive power of imagination is turned to 
some purpose by volition, “careful instruction,” or “care and diligence,” 
it becomes, for Tucker, the second and only other major faculty of the 
mind. The “understanding” unites the reflective and judgmental powers 
of imagination with the power of will. Imagination is therefore “active” 
or consciously and deliberately controlled. Imagination and under- 
standing enjoy a curious relationship. On the one hand, imagination al- 
ways supplies the materials and perceptions on which understanding 
operates. Understanding is therefore derivative of imagination. “But on 
the other hand understanding . .. makes over a part of her purchases to 
imagination.” That is, “by making us so compleatly masters” of certain 
deductions or acts, the understanding provides these “ready at hand 
without requiring any time or trouble to rummage for them.”” A volun- 
tary act, like balancing or making sense out of what seems a confused 
mass of letters, becomes involuntary or automatic. We walk and read 
without the original will needed to learn such activities. They become 
part of our more automatic or imaginative nature. 

In these various aspects, ‘‘understanding often begins and terminates 
in imagination.” All our proceedings are a mixture of voluntary and 
spontaneous processes, but imagination must come first.'° It is the bed- 
rock of all else, the only prerequisite of development and growth in the 
mind. By stressing the fusion, melting, and coalescence of ideas, Tucker 
altered the usual mechanical metaphors of associationism into ones that 
suggest organic flow and continuity. 

Since the imagination encompasses all complex ideas and compounds, 
qualities or ideals like sublimity, taste, beauty, and sympathy emerge as 
nothing more than particular aspects of the perceptive power at large. 
These concepts are simply related trains and compounds that exert vari- 
ous specific effects on our feelings or adhere to certain other groups of 
ideas. Qualities like the sublime or “fine humour” in writing cannot 
“convey a great deal more than they express,” because “this More must 
be something the mind has already in store and they only draw it up to 
view.” Similarly, we cannot know what to desire in order to satisfy a 
craving, until we have experienced and perceived what actually does al- 
leviate our appetite: “Little children, when uneasy through hunger or 
sleepiness, do not know what is the matter with them, and are so far 
from being moved by appetite towards the gratification of it that they 
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fight against their victuals and other methods of relief when applied to 
them.” Like desire, sympathy is also gained by the “inadvertent notice 
of repeated trials,” then re-enforced by “design and industry.”" 

Some perceptions arise in the imagination more easily than others. 
We readily conceive of a square, but a ten-sided polygon, half of whose 
sides are half as long as the remaining five sides, is more difficult. The 
tendency or disposition of our habituated minds produces the “cast” or 
“mold” of imagination. Our store of perceptions may lead us to view 
objects or ideas with great ease or, as in the case of optical illusions, with 
error. Imaginative perception is, however, the only basis of judgment. 
Tucker denies first principles of reason and innate ideas. Man can attain 
moral certainty, but “knowledge, that is, absolute certainty was not 
made for man.”!” The imagination provides so much, yet it cannot pre- 
tend “to penetrate quite to the fountain head” of truth and Godly rea- 
son. However, Tucker’s pseudonym Edward Search, the revelations of 
his amazing chapter “The Vision,” which is a speculation on the mys- 
tery of “Psyche” in the cosmos, and the Lucretian motto of his first vol- 
ume, “Juvat integros accedere fontes” (it is a pleasure to approach the 
pure fountains), all suggest that the human imagination strives to repeat 
and know the wonder of God as revealed through the creations of the 
infinite “I am.”!? 


ALISON AND AESTHETIC VALUES 


Archibald Alison, in his 1790 Essays on the Nature and Principles of 
Taste, attributes the “emotions” of beauty and sublimity solely to the 
power of association.'* Aesthetic qualities, which he terms ‘ideas of 
Emotion,” are not, as Burke suggested, intrinsic to things themselves 
but exist in the psychological or internal realm as “‘the signs or expres- 
sions of such qualities {in natural phenomena] as are fitted by the con- 
stitution of our nature, to produce emotion.” Sensations and objects 
from the “material world” produce their effects “by leading our imagi- 
nations” to associate them with earlier experiences.'* The mind, for ex- 
ample, is so engaged by a particular scene or poetic image that it quickly 
attaches a series of its own images and memories to what is appearing 
before it at the moment. In other words, “the imagination is employed 
in the prosecution of a regular train of ideas and emotion.”'® 

The interplay of mind and the external world catalyzes in the mind 
its latent associations and feelings, which have been collected over a long 
period of time. Set off by something external, our whole mind becomes 
involved, and it is the mind’s expression alone that is truly beautiful or 
sublime. In this way, single experiences or objects have the power to 
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produce ‘analogies with the life of man, and bring before us all those 
images ... which, according to our peculiar situations, have the domin- 
ion of our hearts!”!’ The process is spontaneous and immediate, no 
power of will is needed. Alison combines Scottish intuitionalism with a 
spontaneous associationism similar to Tucker’s. Editions of Principles 
of Taste appeared for over fifty years. Francis Jeffrey, by an enthusiastic 
review of the 1811 edition, which he condensed five years later for his 
article on “Beauty” in the Britannica, strengthened and extended Ali- 
son’s influence in criticism and aesthetics. 

Much of the second half of the Principles of Taste examines objects, 
forms, colors, sounds, or motions in nature that produce the associations 
called beautiful or sublime. “The howling of a Storm,—the murmuring 
of an Earthquake . . . the Explosion of Thunder,” all are associated with 
danger and consequently are sublime. The idea of power or might we 
connect with “the fall of a cataract” or “the dashing of the Waves,” and 
this idea also suggests sublimity. Alison shows acumen in implying that 
when images are associated, the power of suggestion is what makes them 
sublime or beautiful. The “low and feeble Sound” which precedes great 
thunder is “more sublime in reality than all the uproar of the storm it- 
self.” It is “the forerunner of the storm and the sign of all the imagery 
we connect with it.” The suggested associations form the essence of the 
emotion or response we feel. When the associations are dissolved, “the 
sounds themselves cease to be Sublime.”"® 

Alison’s theory and examples result in a crucial point. All sense of 
taste would at first appear to be personal and subjective, the product 
only of circumstance, accident, and idiosyncracies. “Peculiar habits,” 
national differences, the effect of our employments and education, all 
create diversity in taste. The yellow color currently found distasteful in 
dress, remarks Alison, is the rage of China. A farmer finds that hay 
fields arouse only thoughts of sweat and worry, while to a party in a 
coach they give a beautiful prospect. Early societies possessed their own 
“instinctive associations,” such as the regularity of meter in verse, which 
alter with the progress of art and change the criteria of taste. However, 
not all associations are completely relative. For Alison, the imagination 
has general characteristics similar enough in all people to establish a 
range of acceptable taste, within which there is personal diversity. After 
all, the images we link to feelings are themselves derived from the exter- 
nal world, and people inevitably share similar experiences. Some associ- 
ations, like those of fitness or utility in architecture, are “permanent” or 
commonly agreed upon because of the nature of the materials and space 
at hand. In poetry, images cannot be scattered at random. They must 
have ‘“‘some general principle of connection which pervades the whole” 
and which all readers recognize.'? In other words, taste, and with it the 
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imagination, combines subjective and objective values. Personal experi- 
ence itself is largely determined by the limits and natural constitution of 
the mind, as well as by the common fund of elements in the external 
world that supplies each individual with a distinctive catalogue of 
images.”° 


KNIGHT, BROWN AND THE ‘“‘CHEMISTRY OF MIND” 


Associationist psychology and aesthetics did not simply flare up in 
the last half of the eighteenth century and then rapidly subside to make 
way for a “more romantic” mood. Rather, the movement continued 
throughout the Romantic period and was instrumental in creating the 
critical mind, and to some extent the taste, of that period. And as associ- 
ationism remained popular, it increasingly magnified the idea of the 
imagination, now by far its single most important topic for critical dis- 
cussion. For example, Richard Payne Knight (1750-1824), scholar of 
mythology and ancient art, wrote a widely-read, succinct work on asso- 
ciationist aesthetic theory, An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of 
Taste (1805), which treats in detail the relationship of association with 
every aspect of the imagination, from madness to military architecture, 
and from sculpture to manners and etiquette.”' Crucial to art, and to all 
uses of the imagination, are “mental sympathies” aroused in us. Our 
strongest sympathies, evoked by what we most admire, reach their 
height when triggered by suggestion, as in the small but significant de- 
tail, rather than by exact copy. Similarly, when we know people too 
well, even if it is the knowing of love, our desire weakens. Knight then 
works toward an ideal of genius as the “normal” person whose insight 
represents “the norm of human experience.” 

Fifteen years later, in his 1820 Lectures on the Philosophy of the 
Human Mind, Thomas Brc wn joined British associationism with Scot- 
tish intuitional psychology and developed an encompassing, organic 
theory of imagination. It could be called frankly “romantic,” yet it 
emerged directly from thinkers like Hume, Knight, and Alison. Brown 
prefers the work “suggestion” to association, because it indicates that 
the mind moves in a series of steps to relate ideas, images, and emotions 
that perhaps never before have been joined through direct sense percep- 
tions or through any of the established principles of association, such as 
resemblance or contiguity in time and space.” 

The imagination works by an accretive process. Like a developing or- 
ganism, it ingests material from the outside world, differentiates its own 
structure, and grows more complex, yet never loses its integrity and 
sense of being one life. The process, almost a form of mental digestion, is 
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always working. All reminiscence and imagination depend at first not on 
our will but on various conceptions, which break the surface of con- 
sciousness in related patterns. We cannot “will the existence of any par- 
ticular idea; since this would be to suppose us either to will without 
knowing what we willed, which is absurd—or to know already what we 
willed to know, which is not less absurd .... If we select images, with 
the view of forming a particular compound [of images], we must al- 
ready have formed this compound.” Once a single image or conception 
takes hold of the mind, the power of suggestion presents “image after 
image .. . in the perceived fitness or unfitness of certain images for a par- 
ticular design.” The mind may be charged or biased by a “general de- 
sire” or by “other more particular and subordinate desires,” which act 
like a filter and permit only selected images.” 

In other words, imagination is wrongly called “a peculiar intellectual 
power.” It is a complex series of stages in the construction of a final 
product whose completed form is, as it were, an anticipated shadow 
coming from out of the future, the prescience of a finished whole, that 
during the imaginative process is always casting back a formative out- 
line to guide the filling in and fitting together of component parts. Imag- 
ination 

is not the exercise of a single power, but the development of various su- 

sceptibilities,—of desire,—of simple suggestion, by which conceptions 

rise after conceptions,—of judgment or relative suggestion, by which a 

feeling of relative fitness or unfitness arises, on the contemplation of the 

conceptions that have thus spontaneously presented themselves... We 


may term this complex state, or series of states, imagination, or fancy,— 
and the term may be convenient for its brevity.’* 


This fluid, dynamic sense of imagination as a succession of intercon- 
nected states Brown calls the “spontaneous chemistry of mind.””> It 
mingles “the mere forms of matter” as well as “the affections of the 
soul ... in its spiritual creations.” Both external and internal worlds be- 
come one in the mind. Himself a poet, Brown tried to discover what sets 
apart creative imagination from the more “humble” sort. The imagina- 
tion of a writer, he believes, is impassioned, full of strong desire, and 
fixes its attention so as to choose and order images, to focus on one end 
to which all activity is subordinate.”* A poet’s desire for the unity and 
meaning of his work is especially emotional. His ability to create analo- 
gies between the external world and human life, and to express these 
analogies, is ‘‘a very natural result of that susceptibility of vivid emotion, 
which... is usually conceived to be characteristic of the poetic tem- 
perament.””’ The poet uses images in a way not suggested by direct 
sense experience. Lucan compares a decaying oak to the decay of a 
human mind. This analogy he created; his invention did not depend on 
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the two images having previously appeared successively, in point of 
time, in his own mind. The speed with which genius creates such analo- 
gies justifies many so-called “faults” of poets, such as Hamlet’s mixed 
metaphor about taking arms against a sea of troubles.”* 

In its emotional state, the poetic imagination exerts ‘“‘a greater eleva- 
tion” that suggests more related images and thoughts than could be 
grasped otherwise. The imagination then will “diffuse itself over them 
all, as if they were living and sympathizing parts of itself.” The images 
are “coalescing, as they rise.” We invest nature with our own feelings 
and sympathize with it as a part of ourselves. An object in nature, ‘“‘the 
symbol ... becomes representative of the enjoyment itself.” We fix and 
embody our feelings in a real object, which gives us something more 
comprehensive, ‘‘one general impression of reality.” In a similar way, 
people become the object of each other’s response. Brown follows in the 
line of sympathetic imagination represented to him chiefly by Smith, 
Alison, and Hazlitt.” 

Brown argues, too, that while the imaginative process is complex and 
sympathetic, it is not hopelessly subjective. “The irregularities of indi- 
vidual association are more and more counteracted by the foresight of 
the diversities of general sentiment,” until finally whatever we think and 
feel is to a large degree that “which we foreknow that others are to feel.” 
Although personal taste and imagination vary somewhat, “there is still 
one universal harmony that seems to animate the whole.” Brown goes so 
far as to say that because of sympathetic imagination, “Every individual 
has thus the aid of all the powers of every other individual.” In its final 
measure, imagination becomes sympathetic not only in a symbolic but 
also in a moral way.’ 

Although often loosely organized in his explanations, Brown sees 
imagination as an immense power, one cast over many activities like a 
huge net of fine and weightless mesh, drawing them into one organic 
whole. This sense of totality suggests “the Omniscience of the Sover- 
eign Intellect.” God’s power is revealed to us as we scan His creation. 
This is possible because “in the complex process of imagination... 
there are truly no limits,—not in external things . .. —not in the affec- 
tions of the soul . .. —not even in infinity itself.”’! Brown belongs to the 
long line of empiricists who found religious, even mystical experience 
by working from facts of observation in what they considered an up- 
ward progression.” The imagination is everywhere; it is ‘a species of 
virtual omnipresence.” This embracing idea is similar to Coleridge’s 
thought of “the primary imagination” as a repetition in the individual 
mind of the acts of creation performed by God, the infinite “I am.” As 
Brown notes, the universe thus may “be said to be comprized in a single 
retrospective thought of man” that rapidly retraces all human know!l- 
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edge and sympathies.’? For Coleridge, the universe in its great multi- 
plicity is, when taken as one thought, the “choral Echo” of “the great 
1 aM.’”?* With a phrasing that recalls Coleridge’s remark on the imagina- 
tion as forming a “harmonized chaos,” Brown argues that the imagina- 
tive power of suggestion gives “its own unity to the innumerable objects 
which it comprehends, and like the mighty Spirit which once hovered 
over the confusion of unformed nature,” is able to “convert into a uni- 
verse what was only chaos before.”*° 


BELSHAM, DARWIN, AND SCOTT 


As Hazlitt, born in 1778, passed from his late teens to his early twen- 
ties, he could look about him and see an array of new works on “intel- 
lectual philosophy” that combined associationism—now with its more 
organic view of the coalescence of ideas—and sympathy. These works 
fall in the generation between Alison’s Principles of Taste and Brown’s 
Lectures. Priestley had tutored Hazlitt at Hackney College and natu- 
rally influenced him, but Hazlitt could also turn to another of his tutors 
there, Thomas Belsham, whose Elements of the Philosophy of the Mind 
appeared in 1801. Belsham relies at times on Hartley, and when he does, 
his view of the imagination slogs along in a deterministic and mechani- 
cal way. But Hazlitt, speaking of Hartley’s rigid associationism as the 
nerves’ game of “battledore and shuttlecock,” rejected it—as would 
Coleridge—for something more like Belsham’s own idea of coalescence. 
Although Hartley still had impact, Tucker, Priestley, and Belsham were 
turning associationism in another direction, one more organic and com- 
plex. 

Erasmus Darwin in his Zoonomia (1794-1796) and his Botanic 
Garden (1789-1791) stressed both the natural presence of sympathy 
and a coalescing of ideas that remakes or creates new impressions. As bi- 
ology gained a stronger foothold in the sciences, metaphors of plant and 
animal life were increasingly used to characterize the nature of genius 
and the imagination.*® Johnson, Young, Gerard, and Morgann had em- 
ployed the organic growth of plant life to describe the mental process of 
genius, and Morgann had used it to describe Shakespeare’s own under- 
standing how the human mind operates: “Bodies of all kinds . . . possess 
certain first principles of being, and . . . have an existence independent of 
the accidents, which form their magnitude or growth ... each plant and 
each animal imbibes those things only which are proper to its own dis- 
tinct nature, and which have besides such a secret relation to each other 
as to be capable of forming a perfect union and coalescence ... Shake- 
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speare appears to have considered the being and growth of the human 
mind as analogous to this system.” 

Published in 1805, the same year as Hazlitt’s Essay on the Principles 
of Human Action and Knight's Analytical Inquiry, Robert Scott’s Ele- 
ments of Intellectual Philosophy sets out a few important points in its 
otherwise routine approach. Scott, a pupil of Stewart, says that the 
imagination associates and modifies its materials and operates in both 
“passive” and “active” modes. Imagination and sympathy yoke together 
and work as one reflex or faculty. These points resurface in Coleridge’s 
Biographia. 

Belsham, Darwin, and Scott contributed in a minor way to the idea of 
the imagination around the turn of the nineteenth century. They cap- 
ture notice because they influenced Hazlitt, Brown, and perhaps Cole- 
ridge, and also because they exemplify how British associationism, in 
the fifty years since Hartley, metamorphosed itself and broadened to 
include an organic vision of how the imagination encounters, makes 
sense of, and recreates the external world. Sympathy, coalescence, and 
an awareness of the complex, reciprocal workings of rational planning, 
unconscious habit, desire, and both moral and aesthetic values con- 
verged to give the idea of imagination dimensionality and depth. It had 
become a power attuned to human experience in all its variety. The 
imagination had become not simply the power to perceive, or to escape 
the self and identify with others, or to create, connect, modify, and re- 
late, or to grow and augment its own flexible strength, but all these 
powers, and each seemed like one of several vital organs within the body 
of the larger idea. 


1 3 


DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN FANCY 
AND IMAGINATION 


oleridge’s famous distinction be- 
tween “fancy” and “imagination” used to be thought either to have orig- 
inated with him or to have had an obscure German source. But actually 
a growing distinction between the terms took place in English usage 
throughout the eighteenth century, and in much the same direction in 
which Coleridge developed or ramified it. The first surviving statement 
by Coleridge of his own distinction occurs in a letter of 1802. Eight 
years before this, however, Mrs. Piozzi, in her British Synonymy 
(1794), noted that a “well-instructed foreigner” will discover a differ- 
ence in the way the words are used “in a conversational circle.” Milton’s 
Paradise Lost, for example, will be said to show ‘“‘a boundless IMAGINA- 
TION,” whereas Pope’s Rape of the Lock will be spoken of as “a work of 
exquisite FANCY.”” Moving back a few years, we find a confirmation of 
this in James Beattie (1783): “According to the common use of words, 
Imagination and Fancy are not perfectly synonymous. They are, in- 
deed, names for the same faculty; but the former seems to be applied to 
the more solemn, and the latter to the more trivial, exertions of it. A 
witty author is a man of lively Fancy; but a sublime poet is said to pos- 
sess a vast imagination.”? A few years earlier still, in 1772, Sir Joshua 
Reynolds in his Fifth Discourse remarks that ‘“‘Raffaele had more taste 
and fancy, Michel Angelo more genius and imagination.” This is a 
fairly casual statement, and it is different in kind from what Beattie and 
Mrs. Piozzi are saying. But in all of these instances, “imagination” is the 
more commendatory term and it, more than “fancy,” is associated with 
creative vigor and range. For instance, in John Moir’s Gleanings or Fu- 
gitive Pieces (1785) fancy is an “embellishing,” “connecting,” and ‘‘dis- 
posing” power that provides “new combinations” of images, but it is 
imagination that “creates or fabricates.” 
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THE EARLY REVERSAL OF TERMS 


As this distinction developed, it involved a reversal of the traditional 
distinction between the two terms. Coming from the Greek, phantasia 
carried with it the suggestion of creativity and play of mind, with the 
possible implication of license and illusion as a by-product of that free- 
dom. The Latin imaginatio, on the contrary, had a blocklike, Roman so- 
lidity derived from the primary word “image,” which referred to a 
mental concept as much as a visual “image.” It was akin to the word 
“imitation” and carried with it a sense of fidelity and accuracy. But pre- 
cisely because phantasia suggested a greater freedom of mind, whether 
for creative insight, for perception, or for illusion, the word “fancy” 
began to bear the brunt of suspicion or distrust thrown by seventeenth- 
century rationalism and, above all, by the fashionable colloquial speech 
that echoed it. Hobbes is perhaps the last major writer to favor the use 
of “fancy” for the greatest creative and inventive freedom of the mind. 
Locke’s comparison between “real” and “fantastical” ideas in the Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding tends to disparage the term 
“fancy” itself as something unconnected with reality. Leibniz, although 
he places less stigma on the fantastical, makes a similar comparison be- 
tween “Jes idées réelles” and “les idées phantastiques ou chimériques” in 
the Nouveaux essais. In Chapter 30 of Book II, he implies that the imag- 
ination is involved not only in a synthetic perception of the real world 
but also in the creation of wholly new images and unities that, although 
they do not actually exist, seem natural and possible and are therefore 
“real” in that sense. Leibniz is giving the imaginative power two levels. 

In the search for a new or different word to express what seven- 
teenth-century rationalism seemed to leave out, the more solid word 
“imagination,” with its implication of being firmly rooted in the con- 
crete, was at hand. It seemed freer from error and illusion.* By the 
1660s, Dryden is already using the word “imagination” in a larger and 
richer sense. A poet’s “imagination” includes three qualities—“inven- 
tion”; “fancy,” which is the “variation,” enriching, and shaping of the 
particular thought; and “‘elocution,” or the gift of language.’ Addison 
(1712) wanted to “fix and determine” these two terms, which were be- 
coming more important and should therefore be used in a less “loose and 
uncircumscribed sense.” His attempt to stabilize them involved trying 
to make them synonymous.° But the growing division between them 
was too far advanced for Addison to have much effect. Walter Harte, 
too, in his poem An Essay on Reason (1735), equates the powers of 
fancy and imagination, although perhaps giving fancy more importance: 
“Imagination thence her flow’rs translates;/And Fancy, emulous of 
God, creates.”” And Andrew Baxter, a follower of Addison, also defines 
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imagination and fancy as being alike in his Enquiry into the Human 
Soul (3rd ed., 1745). But on the whole, the two terms were splitting 
apart. 


MID-CENTURY DISTINCTIONS 


Significantly, Addison himself uses “imagination” far more than 
“fancy,” the reverse having been true in Hobbes, and Akenside solidi- 
fied this tendency by entitling his poem The Pleasures of Imagination. 
In Shaftesbury’s Characteristics (1711), “imagination” is the stronger 
word. Fancy suggests “mental abandon,” which Shaftesbury exempli- 
fies by the same passage from Otway’s play, Venice Preserved, that 
Coleridge a century later was to quote as a favorite illustration of 
“fancy” (“seas of milk, and ships of amber”).’ Another favorite illus- 
tration of fancy for Coleridge was the poetry of Spenser which, he 
claimed, was blessed with ‘imaginative fancy.” Burke had remarked in 
his Enquiry, which Coleridge read, that descriptions like Spenser’s are 
not as affecting as imitations guided by the imagination; Spenser’s de- 
scriptions are instead “formed by fancy.” In a similar vein, Joseph War- 
ton notes that Pope had imagination but “indulged it not.” This failing 
checked the full development of his power, and Warton chides him for 
forming “himself upon the Grecian and Italian sons of Fancy.” The key 
to what was happening is seen in Johnson’s Dictionary (1755). Al- 
though his primary definition for each word virtually equates it with the 
other, his important second definition of “imagination” attributes to it a 
meaning and a dignity that he does not give to “fancy”—he says of 
imagination that it is a “conception, image of the mind, idea.” 

Except for Johnson’s definition, the implied distinctions cited so far 
are not, in the rigorous sense, critical or philosophical. The first of these 
distinctions is provided in William Duff's seminal Essay on Original 
Genius (1767). The similarity with Coleridge’s later distinction is 
striking. The imagination can both discover “truths that were formerly 
unknown” and “present a creation of its own”; it is at once “inventive 
and plastic”; it is the essence of “genius.” “Fancy,” on the contrary, is a 
form of association and memory; its “proper” function is simply “‘to 
collect the materials of composition,” which in Coleridge’s phrase would 
be its “aggregative and associative power.” Fancy, according to Duff, 
can be “extravagant and lawless”; and in its ability to yoke together dis- 
tantly related ideas in an unexpected way, it is the parent of ‘wit and 
humour.’”® 

Abraham Tucker generally takes a favorable view of the imagination 
in his Light of Nature Pursued, but he speaks of “that noted liar 
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Fancy,” whose operation is unregulated and undirected.’ Finally 
Thomas Reid, in 1785 looks back in retrospect on the whole century of 
thought. 


From the constitution of the mind itself there is a constant ebullition of 
thought, a constant intestine motion; not only of thoughts barely specula- 
tive, but of sentiments, passions and affections, which attend them. 

This continued succession of thought has, by modern philosophers, 
been called the zmagination. | think it was formerly called the fancy, or 
the phantasy. If the old name be laid aside, it were to be wished that it had 
got a name less ambiguous than that of imagination, a name which had 
two or three meanings besides.'° 


Reid has hit not only on the slow yet discernible reversal of “fancy” and 
“imagination” from the late seventeenth to the late eighteenth century, 
but also on the new confusion arising from the fact that imagination 
must now stand for “two or three meanings.” 


A NORM 


Finally something of a norm is reached in Dugald Stewart’s Elements 
of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792), which approaches the 
subject in an analytic and systematic way. In brief, “imagination” is a 
far more comprehensive term than “fancy.” It is the coalesced activity of 
four different functions or faculties of mind, one of which is “fancy.” 
First, “imagination” includes the power of “conception” itself, or “‘sim- 
ple apprehension, which enables us to form a notion.” Uniting with this 
are the power of “Abstraction,” meaning the ability to pluck out or ex- 
trapolate particular elements or characteristics for the purpose of re- 
combining them in a new context, and “Judgment or Taste,” meaning 
informed or inspired tact in selecting the elements to be abstracted and 
reconceived in another form. The fourth element is the “association” of 
ideas or images “according to relations of resemblance or analogy” in 
order to “collect materials for the Imagination.” When this gift of associ- 
ation is characterized by “liveliness” or quickness and by “luxuriance” 
in the range or variety of what it can pull together, it can conveniently 
be called “Fancy.” It differs from “wit” only in one significant way. 
“Wit” applies to the general gift for making new combinations of what- 
ever kind, including abstract ideas; and the pleasure it gives is produced 
by surprise at an unexpected result. “Fancy,” however, is always leap- 
ing from the “intellectual and moral to the concrete world,” to the 
images and ‘“‘appearances with which our senses are conversant”; and 
the pleasure it gives is produced not only by surprise at the unexpected 
but in part by the images themselves." 
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Coleridge thought highly of Stewart and without doubt had read 
these passages from his principal work. We may note also two followers 
of Stewart, though both of them are now forgotten. Robert E. Scott in 
his Elements of Intellectual Philosophy (Edinburgh, 1805) associates 
“fancy” with a form of “wit,” which he interestingly illustrates with the 
same passage from Butler’s Hudibras that Coleridge later uses to illus- 
trate “fancy” (‘And like a lobster boil’d, the morn/From black to red 
began to turn”).!? Two years later, Thomas Cogan in his Ethical Trea- 
tise on the Passions (Bath, 1807) defines “fancy” as simply a lively, in- 
genious play of mind. “Imagination,” in contrast, “forms the embryo of 
everything which originates from human intellect.” It is the open ave- 
nue, the active agent and transmitter to the mind, of “every portion of 
knowledge” that is not, at that very moment, being directly brought by 
sensation." 

In 1820, three years after the Biographia appeared, Thomas Brown 
makes a conscious and careful effort to distinguish beween fancy and 
imagination. But he apparently had not read the Biographia, for he does 
not repeat Coleridge’s own distinction. Brown’s work shows, however, 
that thinkers were still trying to sift out the meanings of the words. 
“Fancy,” explains Brown, is only “a general term.” It means that many 
unrelated images float into or suggest themselves to the mind. But a 
writer or artist, in his desire for a unified whole, exerts or establishes “‘a 
predetermining selection” of images. “Such is the frame of the mind, 77 
composition of every species, in prose or verse... It is a continued ex- 
ercise of imagination.’"* 


GERMAN DISTINCTIONS: WOLFF, SULZER, TETENS 


In Germany almost every discussion of the imagination during the 
last third of the century contains either a direct or an implied distinction 
between “fancy” and “imagination.” Although there is no clear-cut cor- 
respondence in all these distinctions, at least one generalization can be 
made. Most of them assume fancy (Phantasie) to be mainly an associa- 
tive power that supplies the mind or the inner eye with numerous 
images, usually connected by some associative principle. But the imagi- 
nation fuses, combines, transforms, and orders images so that they pro- 
duce an artistic or aesthetic unity. 

In addition, the German critical and philosophic writers, from Wolff 
through Schelling, realized that what is called the imagination or the 
imaginative process actually consists of several complex operations, 
some of which vary in degree or in kind. Thus, writers like Tetens and 
Sulzer, who on the surface equate Phantasie with Einbildungskraft, 
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also employ other terms like Dichtungskraft or Dichtungsvermogen. 
More than the English, the Germans were prone to give specific names 
and definitions to the various operations of the imaginative process and 
thus to avoid the “two or three meanings besides” that Reid complained 
about concerning the word “imagination” in English. 

Writing in Latin in the early 1730s, Wolff painstakingly defines the 
difference between imagination and fancy in his Psychologia Empirica 
and his Psychologia Rationalis. He dismisses phantasia as the name of a 
faculty and prefers to use imaginatio for our ability to reproduce 
images. “Phantasia vero pro facultate imaginandi sumitur.” In this, 
Wolff believes he is following Aristotle. Rather mechanically, imagina- 
tio supplies images culled directly from experience, called phantasmata. 
(“Ideam ab imaginatione productam Phantasma dicimus.”’) The crea- 
tive mind, however, takes these phantasmata as raw materials and reno- 
vates and transforms them into new wholes. The faculty that performs 
this creative act Wolff calls the Facultas fingendi. If Wolff’s Latin were 
to be directly translated into English, the distinction would become one 
between “imagination” and “the faculty of joining or unifying.” But 
Wolff is really driving at something like the distinction Coleridge was 
later to make between fancy and imagination. Although Wolff does not 
assign perception to a primary imagination in the way that Tetens, 
Maass, and Coleridge later do, he differentiates between a reproductive 
power that responds to the association of ideas (imaginatio) and an ac- 
tive, creating faculty (Facultas fingendi). Wolff’s distinction thus fol- 
lows the same lines as Coleridge’s distinction between fancy and imagi- 
nation. 

We face a similar situation in the work of J. G. Sulzer. In brief, as we 
have already noted in passing, Sulzer distinguishes not between Phan- 
tasie and Einbildungskraft, but between Einbildungskraft and Dich- 
tungskraft. (This is natural, for Sulzer read Tetens and cites him.) Yet 
his discrimination between these two terms carries somewhat the same 
weight as Coleridge’s definitions in the Biographia. In his Allgemeine 
Theorie der schénen Ktinste (1771-1774, rev. 1792-1799) and his All- 
gemeine Theorie der Dichtkunst (1788), Sulzer indicates that Einbil- 
dungskraft associates images, but Dichtungskraft unifies and molds 
them into a poetic or idealized, finished product. Sulzer’s distinction 
enters a middle ground, carrying with it something of Coleridge’s later 
division between primary and secondary imagination. Sulzer tends to 
drop Phantasie as a separate and full faculty, in the same way Wolff did, 
because it does not appear as a separate entry in his Allgemeine Theorie 
der schénen Kuinste. But both Einbildungskraft and Dichtungskraft do. 
Einbildungskraft is for Sulzer a combination of Coleridge’s primary 
imagination and fancy. His Dichtungskraft is then closely equiv- 
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alent to Coleridge’s secondary or poetically creative imagination. 
Whereas Coleridge’s distinction is three-fold (fancy and primary and 
secondary imaginations), the distinctions of both Wolff and Sulzer are 
essentially two-fold. 

Sulzer does, however mention the Vorstellungskraft as the most basic 
level of imaginative power. This roughly corresponds to the perceptive 
power or Fassungskraft in Tetens and to the primary imagination in 
Coleridge. Tetens in fact affected Sulzer’s revision of the entries on 
Einbildungskraft and Dichtungskraft. Phantasie for Sulzer then be- 
comes the poet’s repository for images and ideas, the “weapons” that 
help him win over the hearts and minds of men (‘‘Phantasie ist das 
Zeughaus, woraus er die Waffen nimmt, die ihm die Siege tiber die 
Gemiither der Menschen erwerben helfen”).'° 

With Tetens and his Philosophische Versuche (1776-1777), we have 
a German distinction that is clearly tripartite. Tetens’ apparent equation 
of Phantasie with Einbildungskraft is only superficial, relating to his 
nominal labels and not to his concepts. For Tetens employs Dichtkraft 
and Dichtungsvermdgen to express the highest, creative, joining and 
modifying reach of the mind. Phantasie is really a power of association. 
He likens it to a curator who can rearrange pictures in a gallery but can- 
not himself paint new ones. At a more fundamental level is Fas- 
sungskraft, the power of perception, and at a more advanced level is 
Dichtungsvermogen or “die selbsthatige Phantasie,” the self-activating 
or self-willed power to produce new, unified images and works of art. 
We should keep in mind, too, that Tetens—and through him both 
Sulzer and Kant—are indebted to Gerard. 

All these wonderful terms—beginning with Dicht,—lasted for only a 
generation or two in Germany, and by the time of Schelling in the late 
1790s, Einbildungskraft had come to bear the weight of two or three 
possible meanings, one of which Sulzer and Tetens had once indicated 
by their use of Dichtungskraft. As these resonant terms beginning with 
Dicht began to pass out of a common critical parlance, both Phantasie 
and Einbildungskraft, taking up the slack, assumed a greater load and 
acquired more implications. Starting in the 1770s, therefore, but espe- 
cially by the 1790s, Phantasie and Einbildungskraft were less often 
equated, for there was frequently no Dichtungskraft against which to 
lump them together. Critics and thinkers like Platner, Maass, Kant, and 
Schelling began to concentrate on differentiating between the words 
Phantasie and Einbildungskraft, because they were not, in general, em- 
ploying the Dicht-terms. Such distinctions between “fancy” and “‘imag- 
ination” are not the first ones, however, in Germany. These thinkers are 
shifting semantic, not conceptual ground. Often poetry or art is only one 
part of the subject, so they are tempted to drop the Dicht-terms as being 
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too narrowly associated with the fine arts. Kant, Platner, Schelling, and 
Maass typify this trend, and their discriminations between Phantasie 
and Einbildungskraft reveal an intellectual content similar to the dis- 
tinctions between Einbildungskraft (or Phantasie) and the Dicht- 
terms.* 


PLATNER’S 1772 DISTINCTION 


In his 1793 Philosophische Aphorismen, Ernst Platner specifically 
distinguishes between fancy and imagination: “When fancy (Phanta- 
sie), in respect to the clarity and liveliness of its images, attains a supe- 
rior level of perfection, then it is called imagination (Einbildungskraft). 
All men have fancy; only unusually good minds possess imagination. 
The difference is like that between judgment and shrewd sagacity.”* 
Imagination is a higher and a more perfected or complete power with 
greater liveliness, meaning, judgment, and purpose. Platner also ex- 
presses the increasingly common assumption that fancy is subsumed by 
the imagination, which alone accounts for the gift of genius. Einbil- 
dungskraft is, for Platner, a more synthetic act, where associations are 
not strung together but shaped more actively. 

Twenty-one years earlier, in his 1772 Anthropologie fur Aerzte und 
Weltweise, Platner had noted four aspects to the difference between 
Phantasie and Einbildungskraft. First, Platner views Phantasie as the 
mere presentation of images, mechanically associated in a way that acts 
through the nervous system. This association can be spontaneous or 
willed, ordered or random, yet it is “mechanical” because the images as- 
sociated are not transformed; they reappear in the bits and pieces in 
which they were first experienced. Second, fancy is, in its association of 
images, a primary source of the comic, as Coleridge would later stress. 
Comic writers, states Platner, have a lively fancy. This statement is 
unique in the German distinctions between fancy and imagination, for 
although Maass makes a connection between wit (Witz) and fancy in 
his Versuch, he does not single out comedy as a result of fancy. The 
observation later becomes one of the more intriguing elements in the 
English distinctions, for it rescues fancy from being completely over- 
shadowed by imagination. Third, Platner argues that fancy need not be 
governed by any principle of reality. It is free-flowing and relatively 
untouched by fact: ““The presentation of ideas [or images] without ref- 


* Cf. P. Gang, Aesthetik (1785), quoted in Blankenberg, Litterarische Zusdtze: genius 
has “eine leichte, ausgebreitete lebhafte Phantasie, und eine fertige, starke, ausgedehnte 
Dichtkraft.” 
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erence to reality and without the test of possibility, verisimilitude and 
proportion, is fancy.”"” 

And last, Platner categorically separates fancy from imagination: “Ich 
unterscheide die Einbildungskraft aus guten Griinden von der Phanta- 
sie.” For one thing, the power of invention stems directly from imagina- 
tion and not from fancy. When associated ideas and images thicken in 
the mind, this is fancy; but when they pack and cluster together so 
tightly that greater unity can be discerned, this is an act of imagination. 
In association, our ideas, images, and their objects start to link together, 
mechanically, and then in some cases the objects become “‘very closely 
compounded through a gradual mixing or cohesiveness of ideas. This 
last operation of the imagination requires more genius than the first, 
when individually remembered ideas are presented.” In imagination 
there is a greater power of coherence and unity. When Platner enumer- 
ates the qualities of “Das erfinderische Genie,” he includes as two sepa- 
rate qualities ‘a lively and extensive mechanical fancy, which brings 
forth a large quantity of particular ideas,” and ‘“‘a lively imagination 
through which these ideas are presented to the psyche in a vivid and 
concrete manner not only as particulars, but together in a complex.” 
Platner’s distinction, carried through a good part of his 1772 Anthropo- 
logie, came two years before Gerard’s Essay on Genius and four years 
before Tetens’ Philosophische Versuche. Though not appearing in a 
specifically artistic or literary context, his distinction becomes impor- 
tant to literary discussions and criticism. Significantly, Coleridge read 
Platner’s 1772 Anthropologie." 


MAASS, KANT, AND SCHELLING 


Although Platner refers to different levels of liveliness in the fancy 
(“Von den Graden der Lebhaftigkeit der Phantasie’”’), the highest of 
which is presumably Einbildungskraft, his distinction is essentially a 
two-fold one, between fancy and imagination. The three-fold distinction 
in Tetens between a fundamental imagination as the power of percep- 
tion, fancy as an associative power, and a higher imagination (Dich- 
tungskraft) as the creative and unifying force, crops up again in 
J. G.E. Maass’s Versuch tiber die Einbildungskraft (1797), which, like 
Tetens’ Versuche, Coleridge read and used heavily in the Biographia. 

Aware of the confusion and proliferation of terms, Maass tries to ex- 
plain Einbildungskraft in two ways. First, it means “im engsten Sinne,” 
the simple power of perceiving and reproducing images in their un- 
changed state. Here, imagination is involved in the act of perception, 
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“und das ist thre ursprungliche Thatigkeit.” But Einbildungskraft can 
also be used “im weitesten Sinne des Worts,” or “in der weitesten Be- 
deutung,”’ and in this sense it is a creative and poetic act that separates, 
alters, and reforms images. Maass likens its activity in this higher stage 
to a chemical reaction. When two images are acted upon by this higher 
state of the imagination, it is “like a chemical mixing of them, when they 
are so combined that we can no longer differentiate them one from an- 
other, and from them proceeds a third simple image itself.””° This 
“chemical” simile would be echoed in Friedrich Schlegel’s “chemischer 
Witz,” Thomas Brown’s “chemistry of mind,” and in J. S. Mill’s “men- 
tal chemistry.” In his concept of the higher nature of Einbildungskraft, 
Maass relies on the work of Tetens and, through Tetens, of Gerard. 

Between the two levels of Einbildungskraft Maass places Phantasie. 
At times it is hard to distinguish Phantasie from the higher and more 
active level of Einbildungskraft, but there is at least one point of differ- 
ence. Although Phantasie, says Maass, can indeed change images, it 
cannot unite or join them into new, simple images with the complete ac- 
tion of the higher level of Einbildungskraft. In other words, while 
Phantasie does not deal simply with “fixities and definites” in that it can 
alter images, it cannot recombine them into one simple image or symbol. 
That last unifying task in the creative process is reserved for the higher 
level of Einbildungskraft, which is a deeper perception of the world, or 
a poetic perception of a greater world. 

In a spirit of dissection, Maass then slices up his three levels, the two 
of Einbildungskraft and the one of Phantasie. Although his terminol- 
ogy grows cumbersome, he discriminates two significant categories: 
spontaneous or unwilled associations as compared to associations where 
the will operates to join together images.”’ This distinction between un- 
willed and willed associations has a rough analogy in both Kant and 
Coleridge. One of the ways Coleridge distinguishes secondary imagina- 
tion from primary is that the secondary imagination is “co-existing with 
the conscious will.” 

Kant’s distinction between Phantasie and Einbildungskraft is based 
on the will itself, at least in the important quotation from the Mensch- 
enkunde, the same passage in which Kant attributes to Gerard the ob- 
servation that “die productive Einbildungskraft” is the most important 
characteristic of genius. Phantasie, for Kant, is that part of the pro- 
ductive imagination which is unwilled or spontaneous. He makes a fur- 
ther, albeit confusing, distinction between Phantasie and Einbil- 
dungskraft in his Anthropologie in Pragmatischer Hinsicht (1800), a 
book Coleridge owned. Fancy is not under our conscious control. It 
“plays ... with us” and is a kind of spontaneous, freewheeling imagina- 
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tion. But then by identifying fancy with “creative imagination” 
(schopferische Einbildungskraft), Kant raises the unanswered question 
of its relationship to the “productive imagination.””” 

Schelling discerns at least three or four levels of the imaginative or 
productive power. His specific distinction between Phantasie and Ein- 
bildungskraft, which runs throughout his works, is presented most 
clearly in his Darstellung meines Systems der Philosophie (1801) and 
his Philosophie der Kunst (1802), where he devotes sections of several 
pages to the general problem of distinction between them. 

Schelling consistently uses Phantasie to represent the juxtaposition 
and rearrangement of what is already created in nature or in art. Phan- 
tasie deals with external appearances, does not change them but moves 
them, like chess pieces, to create new situations and relationships. The 
imagination is more a productive power. It creates new images and 
ideas. It is not limited to the rearrangement of what is real but invents 
symbols and shapes the world of ideas into physical being:”’ 


In relation to fancy (Phantasie) I mean by imagination (Einbil- 
dungskraft) that in which the productions of art are conceived and devel- 
oped, fancy as that which views them externally, as art projects them in 
their outward form, and insofar as art also represents them. It is the same 
relation between reason and intellectual intuition. In the reason and simi- 
larly from the materials of reason, ideas are created, and intellectual intui- 
tion is the mental (“inner”) representative [of them]. Fancy thus is the 
intellectual intuition in art [as imagination is its reason].”* 


In addition to this distinction, imagination enjoys a special relation- 
ship with reason. Whereas reason stands as the ideal potential or the 
conceived possibility of the existence of something, the imagination 
“‘potentizes” reason and transforms the intellection of reason into sen- 
suous reality. Fancy, on the contrary, can deal only with those things 
that already have been created through the force of imagination. “Denn 
Einbildungskraft bezieht sich auf die Vernunft, wie Phantasie auf den 
Verstand. Jene produktive, diese reproduktive.’”* Tetens himself had 
connected Phantasie with the understanding (Verstand), and he 
claimed that the law of the association of ideas “is only a law of fancy in 
the reproduction of ideas.”*¢ 


Among the many German distinctions between fancy and imagina- 
tion, ranging over seventy years from Wolff through Schelling, several 
facts stand out. First, the distinctions are not all the same, but they are 
similar. Second, as the Enlightenment progresses, there is a marked ten- 
dency to rely more and more on Phantasie and Einbildungskraft and to 
drop other perfectly good terms, such as those beginning with Dicht-. 
Third, the German distinction between fancy and imagination is caught 
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up in other distinctions, for many German thinkers, like Coleridge, di- 
vide the imagination itself into levels. Fourth, the German thinkers are 
oriented to a psychological and philosophical direction. They are less 
apt than the English to speak of specific literary works or writers as fan- 
ciful in contrast to those that are imaginative. Finally, while the German 
distinctions have the same general thrust, in no case is a single pre- 
viously made distinction the one source of a later one. By the last thirty 
years of the century a number of distinctions were available, each in- 
fluenced by one or more previous writers, both German and English. 
Duff, Gerard, Beattie, and Reynolds were all read in Germany. 

Each generation must struggle with the words it uses to act as sym- 
bols for its most important ideas. To some extent we are able from 
hindsight to look back on the period from 1660 to 1820 and to trace the 
growth and involutions of the distinctions between fancy and imagina- 
tion and their related terms.* But thinkers then, as we do now, found it 
hard to measure the climate of ideas; words responded like drops of 
mercury, slippery and inconstant, yet the only things capable of regis- 
tering change precisely because of their fluid and responsive nature. 


* For further distinctions in Hazlitt, Wordsworth, Fichte, Schiller, and Goethe, see 
below, chs. 15-16, 18-19, and my Introduction to the Biographia in the Collected Cole- 
ridge. 
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A PLATEAU IN BRITAIN AND 
DEVELOPMENTS IN AMERICA 


Bs Sir Joshua Reynolds and Du- 


gald Stewart represent the culmination of a long development in En- 
lightenment England and Scotland.’ Like Kant in Germany, they stand 
on a plateau from which rises directly the Romantic movement. Kant is 
a great synthetic thinker, and Reynolds and Stewart are more purely 
summarizing figures. But in the breadth and generality of their state- 
ments about the imagination, they reflect how dominant the idea had 
grown in art and speculative thought. 


ENGLAND: REYNOLDS 


Writers and artists tend to be associated with specific dates, often the 
year of a famous work or a year in the middle of their productive 
careers. But most individuals, unless they die young, cut across a swath 
of time that extends three or four decades. Sir Joshua Reynolds was 
twenty-one when Akenside’s The Pleasures of Imagination appeared 
(1744). In 1786, two years after Johnson died, Reynolds delivered his 
thirteenth Discourse at the Royal Academy, where he was its first presi- 
dent. In that year, within walking distance of the Academy, fourteen- 
year-old Coleridge was enrolled at Christ’s Hospital School, reading 
Plotinus, reciting poetry, and discoursing on metaphysics in the court- 
yards and archways. 

Reynolds’ Discourses span twenty-one years (1769-1790). They 
form a coda, the quick and final repetition of themes developed over sev- 
eral decades. The first five are concerned with “‘classical” concepts, such 
as imitation, decorum, and “general nature.” The sixth and seventh 
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(1774, 1776) reflect the growing distrust both of reason as narrowly and 
abstractly interpreted and of the neoclassic over-reliance on system, 
method, and rules. The thirteenth Discourse reveals the increasing cen- 
trality of the idea of the imagination. Essentially, Reynolds uses it to re- 
place the function of reason in the arts. Like the concept of the sublime, 
it offered a great deal to the new psychological criticism without neces- 
sarily either threatening the classical ideal of moral purpose or sweeping 
away all assumptions of the classical approach based on the imitation of 
nature. 

Caught up in the groundswell of interest in the imagination, Reynolds 
subtitles his thirteenth Discourse: “Art Not Merely Imitation, But 
under the Direction of the Imagination.” The development of the Dis- 
courses and the change in Reynolds’ stance symbolize the progress and 
force of the imagination as an idea after 1750. During the 1770s and 
1780s it was giving theoretical backing and a philosophical or quasi-phil- 
osophical foundation to the interests of psychology and the concrete. It 
unified these interests and began to supersede “reason.” Reynolds’ Dis- 
courses reflect the play of pieces that was passing on the larger critical 
board. The pair “genius and imagination” become, as the Discourses 
progress, inseparable. Reynolds adds another critical voice to those al- 
ready proclaiming that human passion responds most fully to the imagi- 
nation; feeling saturates art. Reason, he maintains, “is required to inform 
us when that very reason is to give way to feeling.” 

He pries further apart the widening meanings of fancy and imagina- 
tion. Fancy is for him slightly derogatory. It harbors delusions, and he 
uses “fantastical” in a disparaging sense.’ By the thirteenth Discourse, 
he finds “imagination” wholly desirable and drops “fancy” as having 
any real meaning in discussions about genius. 

The son of a clergyman, Reynolds extends the tendency of Akenside 
and Tucker. He asserts that imagination lifts man’s consciousness to an 
awareness of the divine, “to the desires of the mind, to that spark of di- 
vinity which we have within, impatient of being circumscribed and pent 
up by the world which is about us.”* If the wording were changed 
slightly, this might be mistaken for Wordsworth or for a sentence from 
Shelley’s Defence of Poetry. Here again, the path of imagination wends 
its way to the top of a promontory, where at the edge it stops abruptly, 
looking out onto the spaces of theology and metaphysics. 

In art, the value of suggestiveness is not as an imitation of nature but 
as an imitation of or incitement to an activity of mind, which then an- 
chors itself in nature as it turns to particular situations. The artist does 
not present a camera obscura view. Rather he imitates “what it is natu- 
ral for the imagination to be delighted with” and what finds an analogy 
in the mind. The whole “object and intention” of art is “‘to gratify the 
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mind by realising and embodying what never existed but in the imagi- 
nation.” In these general premises, Reynolds anticipates Hazlitt’s criti- 
cal stance and Coleridge’s belief that the arts serve as a mediator be- 
tween man and nature. 

Reynolds downgrades reason as a deductive and truthful measure of 
the arts. Reason had too long been made to stand for “‘partial, confined, 
argumentative theories,” which Reynolds characterizes as “principles 
falsely called rational.” He harkens back to Greek humanism where man 
is the measure of all things, not man’s systems or formal contrivances. 
With finality and assurance, he defines the imagination as the response 
of the whole individual turning to particular ideas and actions. The 
imagination connects the particular to the universal; it unites the speci- 
ficity we always find in individual situations with “the accumulated ex- 
perience of our whole life.”* 

From its commerce with the world, the mind develops an “habitual 
reason” or a sense of taste—‘‘a sagacity which is far from being contra- 
dictory to right reason, and is superior to any occasional exercise of that 
faculty.” This sagacity, when turning actively to the production of art, 
is really the imagination. It “does not wait for the slow progress of de- 
duction, but goes at once, by what appears a kind of intuition, to the 
conclusion.””® 

Reynolds is describing an organic function of the mind or psyche. 
The imagination shuffles and integrates its material so rapidly and unre- 
flectively that minute acts and decisions seem to merge instantaneously 
into larger plans and important choices. “A man endowed with this 
faculty feels and acknowledges the truth, though it is not always 
in his power... to give a reason for it... many and very intricate 
considerations may unite to form the principle.” The imagination 
shapes the ungainly, complex thing we call experience. It simplifies 
experience, yet it can do this without denying any detail of fact or 
feeling. 

Reynolds concludes that “the imagination is the residence of truth. If 
the imagination be affected, the conclusion is fairly drawn.”’ He is the 
first Enlightenment thinker to formulate bluntly and without qualifica- 
tion a belief becoming widespread: truth is attained through the imagi- 
nation and, more specifically, through imaginative art. From this point, 
it was a short step for the high Romantics to conclude that truth in art 
can be the truth of life, nature, and the cosmos, that imagination is the 
highest organ of philosophy, and that art is the only way to climax phil- 
osophical inquiry. Reynolds’ assertion that “imagination is the residence 
of truth” is the prototype of later avowedly romantic ones. A. W. Schle- 
gel’s Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (1809-1811) left his 
friend and companion Madame de Staél with the impression “that imag- 
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ination, far from being an enemy to truth, brings it forward more than 
any other faculty of the mind.” 


SCOTLAND: STEWART 


The importance of Dugald Stewart (1753-1828) lies not in the nov- 
elty of what he said but in the fact that he was so widely read. Though 
he began his career as professor of mathematics at the University of 
Edinburgh when he was twenty-two, he was at heart a moralist. Within 
three years he supplemented his work by a course of lectures on ethics, 
and by the time he was thirty-two he had become professor of moral 
philosophy, succeeding Adam Ferguson. His eloquence attracted stu- 
dents that included Walter Scott, Francis Jeffrey, Thomas Brown, 
James Mill, and Archibald Alison. 

Stewart’s Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792), 
later followed by two supplementary volumes (1814, 1827), are a popu- 
lar exposition of the “Common Sense” approach of his mentor Thomas 
Reid, updated by insights from associationist psychology. In his synthe- 
sis of Scottish intuitionalism and the association of ideas, the imagina- 
tion occupies a central place. Stewart maintains that imagination is not a 
single “faculty” of the mind. It is a coalescing of four distinct faculties or 
functions of mind and is genuinely present only when all of these com- 
bine and interfuse. 

In Stewart’s analysis of this “complex power,” imagination is not the 
simple addition of these four faculties of conception, abstraction, fancy, 
and judgment or taste. It is the reacting and compounding of them to 
form a whole greater than the sum of its parts. The imagination becomes 
not just another static faculty but a real force or originating power, simi- 
lar to the German sense of Kraft or of Produktionsvermdgen. This 
“complex power” or animating spirit becomes so important for 
Stewart’s scheme of thought that the chapter on imagination climaxes 
his book and acts as the unifying element that caps the other concepts 
and holds them together like a keystone. 

For Stewart, the imagination has both moral and creative attributes. It 
can be a sympathetic power so important that, as Stewart remarks, “I 
have often been inclined to think that the... coldness and selfishness of 
mankind may be traced . . . to a want of attention and a want of imagina- 
tion.” Stewart’s concept of the imagination as a power that needs to be 
engaged in order to attain the highest moral and social good anticipates 
the reasoning of Hazlitt a decade later. Stewart sees the imagination as 
“the great spring of human activity, and the principal source of human 
improvement.” 


188 FAITH IN THE IMAGINATION 


As Hazlitt himself would do, Stewart moves from the moral force of 
the imagination to its indispensable place in the fine arts, genius, and po- 
etry. When imagination is possessed “in an uncommon degree,” says 
Stewart, it forms the groundwork of all poetical genius and creativity. In 
the fine arts as a whole, genius springs from “a cultivated taste, com- 
bined with a creative Imagination.”'° With Stewart, as with Reynolds, 
the imagination has become the hub of all important values, the axis 
around which everything turns. 


DEVELOPMENTS IN AMERICA 


Just as American philosophy from the late 1700s to the middle 1800s 
was, especially in schools and colleges, largely imported from the Scot- 
tish Common Sense thinkers, so American critical and aesthetic theory 
in the same period took as its model the works of Kames, Hugh Blair, 
George Campbell, Alison, and Jeffrey. Also helping to shape the idea of 
the imagination as it appeared on the western horizon was a belletristic 
awareness of and admiration for the poetry of Akenside, Gray, the War- 
tons, Cowper, Chatterton, and even Coleridge and Wordsworth. 
America produced numerous odes to genius and poems praising fancy. 
Although most are conventional, one is definitely not, and we shall ex- 
amine Philip Freneau’s “The Power of Fancy” (1770), which is re- 
markable for its adaptation of themes expressed by Gray, Collins, and 
Joseph Warton, while adding a fresh vision of a New World shimmering 
with fancy. Finally, a moral sense that was derived in part from the 
Scottish School but owed much to Addison and Johnson kept American 
thinkers and poets mindful that imagination goes deeper than fiction and 
aesthetics to exert, as one essayist puts it simply, “influence on life.” As 
Goethe and Keats were so acutely aware, imagination intensifies; it in- 
tensifies both happiness and sorrow. 

Until the 1820s and 1830s, when Coleridge entered the philosophical 
consciousness of America largely through James Marsh’s edition of the 
Aids to Reflection (1829) and subsequent reviews such as that by Fred- 
eric Henry Hedge in The Christian Examiner (1833); and until Ger- 
man studies began to attract serious academic attention, the attitude to- 
ward German transcendentalism and ideas of the imagination was 
negative. Although not fully representative, an 1801 letter in the Phila- 
delphia Port-Folio indicates the initial resistance to German philosophy, 
often born not so much of a contrary view as of a simple lack of ac- 
quaintance: “In every department of science and literature, what loads 
of trash burden the stalls of Leipzig ... but none, perhaps, so much as in 
that of metaphysics, and moral philosophy ... A disciple of Kant, one 
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Fichte . . . has written a book, ridiculing the ideas of a future life... and 
of a supreme Being... [Fichte] now wanders about Germany, scrib- 
bling, and holding himself forth, as the victim of persecution.”!' 

These circumstances in the young republic help us realize how in- 
strumental Coleridge and Carlyle were in bringing German thought 
into the ken of English-speaking people. Emerson saw the Germans first 
through the eyes of these two men. We shall not undertake the huge task 
of tracing the course the idea of the imagination took in America after 
about 1820. But we should note that before the 1820s America, too, like 
England and Scotland from the late 1770s to the early 1790s, was on a 
plateau. Only after the interjections of Coleridge and Carlyle, and after 
the simultaneous arrival of German thought from other sources, did 
Emerson, Hawthorne, and Poe turn to a deeper American scrutiny and 
exercise of the imagination. 

America in the late eighteenth century was not directly concerned 
with the imagination as an idea because, as a group of colonies and later 
as a nation, it had not yet obtained a weight of intellectual and literary 
tradition or a sense of its own civilization being over-refined. To develop 
a critical, let alone an analytic or philosophical, idea of the imagination 
demands a considerable degree of self-consciousness. And perhaps the 
degree of self-consciousness necessary for such an idea did not develop 
until Emerson began Nature, in 1836, with the remark: “Our age is ret- 
rospective... It writes biographies, histories, and criticism.” Years 
later, in 1880 at the Concord Lyceum, Emerson summed up the tenor of 
the age during his youth: “The key to the period appeared to be that the 
mind had become aware of itself. Men grew reflective and intellectual. 
There was a new consciousness.” In these Historic Notes of Life and 
Letters in New England, Emerson also recalled of himself and his circle 
that ‘Germany had created criticism in vain for us until 1820, when 
Edward Everett returned from his five years in Europe” to exert as a 
teacher at Harvard an influence “almost comparable to that of Pericles 
in Athens.” But before 1820 no Everett had returned, nor was the mind 
yet sufficiently “aware of itself.” 

One thing conspicuously absent from American discussions of the 
imagination before 1825, as compared with the other side of the Atlan- 
tic, is the painful examination of the choking effect of refinement and 
civilization on the artist. We often analyze and praise something when 
we feel that it is just beginning to stultify us, or to slip from our grasp. 
There was no cause for such analyses in America. Its inhabitants, too, 
perhaps knew the state of nature well enough not to turn to it for an an- 
swer to the question where imagination had fled after Shakespeare and 
Milton. Besides, the burden on the writers of the fledgling nation was 
not so much one of the past; it was then, as in large part it remains 
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today, uniquely a burden of the future, the burden of a country destined 
to create wonderful ideals for the world that it could never quite live up 
to itself, a never-ending optimistic tragedy. The great split between man 
and nature, the dualism that scarred so much European thought, simply 
was not a large factor in America before 1820 or 1830, and so the imagi- 
nation was not required to stitch it up. 


THE AMERICAN MAINSTREAM 


Yet the interest that was directed toward the imagination from about 
1770 until the first few decades of the next century was considerable. 
Kames’s Elements of Criticism (1762) went through thirty-one Ameri- 
can editions by 1883, almost one every four years. Blair’s Lectures 
(1783), complete or abridged, enjoyed fifty-three editions, and students 
at Harvard and Yale used Blair as a standard text. By 1835 thirty-nine of 
these editions had been printed, and ten other colleges were assigning 
the Lectures.* John Quincy Adams, as Boylston Professor of Rhetoric 
and Oratory at Harvard, based his Lectures on Rhetoric and Oratory 
(1810) on Blair. Although it was rhetoric, not the imagination, that be- 
came a focus of interest in the college curriculum, the approach to rheto- 
ric by the Scottish critics was basically psychological, with the premises 
of eliciting and cultivating emotional and imaginative response. 

Shortly after 1800, interest in the association of ideas burgeoned, 
stimulated first by Alison’s Essays on Taste (1790) and then magnified 
by Francis Jeffrey’s popularization of Alison’s theories in his article on 
“Beauty” in the Encyclopedia Britannica (1816). Typical of the in- 
roads made by associationism is Samuel Gilman’s appreciation of 
Thomas Brown published by the North American Review in July of 
1824: 


By imagination, in the common use of the word, is meant the creative 
power of the Imagination. But is even this a separate and peculiar faculty 
of the mind? ... First there arises . .. some conception, or simple sugges- 
tion of a particular subject; next, this subject excites in him a desire of 
producing by it some beautiful or interesting result . . . and our judgment, 
all the time, approving and rejecting, according to... relations of fitness 
and unfitness. 


Another contributor to the North American Review was William 
Cullen Bryant, whose 1825 Lectures on Poetry (pub. 1884) echo 
Brown, the associationists in general, and late eighteenth-century criti- 


*See William Charvat, The Origins of American Critical Thought (Philadelphia, 
1936), pp. 30-31. On the influence of Scottish associationism, see J. W. Rathbun, “The 
Historical Sense in American Associationism,” PQ 40(1961): 553-568. 
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cal theory. But Bryant applies these points directly to poetry and criti- 
cism. Poetry is not an imitative but a suggestive art, as Bryant explains 
in his first lecture “On the Nature of Poetry.” The “very limitation” of 
language forces it to address the mind, not the senses, and as Reynolds 
pointed out, the best art pleases the mind—the imagination. Suggestive 
touches, adds Bryant, “act like a spell upon the imagination and... fill 
it, perhaps, with greater delight than the best defined objects could do. 
The imagination is the most active and the least susceptible of fatigue of 
all the faculties of the human mind.” 

Bryant stresses that poetry should not excite the imagination alone. A 
train of nothing but “striking images” will not do. Sounding like Haz- 
litt, Bryant calls for poetry to excite pathos and the passions, to involve 
understanding and reason. In an unusual anticipation of what would a 
generation or so later become a popular critical term, Bryant attacks 
“pure poetry” as “mere imagery, with the least possible infusion of 
human emotion.” The closest combination of imagination with passion 
and with figurative language is to be valued most highly. The union of 
imagination with passionate sympathy is exemplified by Ophelia who, 
with “the wildness of frenzy in her eye, dressed with fantastic garlands 
of wild flowers, and singing snatches of old tunes,” presents 


a picture for the imagination, but it is one which affects the heart ... 
when, in the midst of her incoherent talk she utters some simple allusion 
to her own sorrows, as when she says, We know what we are, but know 
not what we may be, this touching sentence, addressed merely to our 
sympathy, strongly excites the imagination. It sets before us the days 
when she knew sorrow only by name, before her father was slain by the 
hand of her lover, and before her lover was estranged. 


Also like Hazlitt, Bryant champions the importance of feeling in critical 
judgment, noting that “strong feeling is always a sure guide.” Gerard 
had made similar comments on the passionate association of images in 
Shakespeare’s Tempest. Bryant notes that oratory is, except for metrical 
arrangement, based on the same principles of passion and imagination as 
poetry, which again shows the influence of textbook Rhetorics that per- 
meated American education. 

Stepping back to 1800, we get another glimpse of the general founda- 
tion of the idea of imagination that was laid in the early part of the cen- 
tury. In that year appeared John Witherspoon’s Lectures on Moral Phi- 
losophy and Eloquence. Witherspoon, born in Scotland, was ordained 
there and did not leave until 1768, when at forty-five he became presi- 
dent of Princeton. He was also the only clergyman to sign the Declara- 
tion of Independence. His posthumous Lectures, published six years 
after his death, reflect courses he taught at Princeton as well as his ear- 
lier studies at the University of Edinburgh. His view of the imagination 
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typically combines the Scottish School and a broadly classical, moral 
aesthetic that has its roots in Addison and Hutcheson. Witherspoon 
identifies four innate senses as those for beauty, pleasure in imitation, 
harmony, and order or proportion: “the whole of these senses may be 
considered as belonging to one class, and to be the particulars which 
either singly, or by the union of several of them or of the whole, produce 
what is called the pleasures of the imagination.”'? These pleasures are 
“applicable to all the fine arts.” 

Addison’s “pleasures of imagination” and Shaftesbury’s and Hutch- 
eson’s “‘senses” enumerated by Witherspoon were part of America’s ha- 
bitual thoughts about the imaginative power. To these were added the 
psychological and critical observations of later eighteenth-century asso- 
ciationists, all of which culminated in remarks like those of Bryant in his 
first lecture on poetry. In 1803, for instance, Joseph Dennie’s important 
weekly, the Port-Folio (Philadelphia, 1800-1827), carried the com- 
ment: “The accuracy, learning, and acuteness of a Gerrard [sic] has de- 
veloped the various sources of the pleasures of the imagination . . . [Ad- 
dison] has the merit of commencing the inquiry, and of affording, 
though not all, at least the principal materials.”'* 

The Port-Folio, for which Dennie was called by the Monthly Review 
of Charleston our ‘American Addison,” published, among numerous 
reviews, biographies, and reprints of British and Continental authors, 
part of Coleridge’s translation of Wallenstein, poems by Cowper and 
Chatterton, letters of Johnson, and comments on Wolff, Gray, Joseph 
Warton, Samuel Bowles, Hartley, and Priestley. Because of its reader- 
ship throughout the country and its literary and philosophical interests, 
the Port-Folio is broadly representative of American thoughts on the 
imagination in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Its pages of 
“Original Poetry” include poems dedicated to “The Powers of Genius” 
and others dealing with the effect of “fancy” on the heart’s desires 
(“Creative Fancy’s magic power/Shall gild the remnant of my day” and 
“Amusing fancy here shall come,/And paint the past in colors strong’”’). 
Taken as a whole, the verse shows something curious. The American 
attitude toward the imagination is generally more cautious than the Brit- 
ish or German one of 1800. There is hesitancy about what Shakespeare 
calls “the food of sweet and bitter Fancy.” Again typical is this quatrain 
from the Port-Folio: 

I guard my heart, lest it should woo 

Unreal beauties that Fancy drew, 

And, disappointed, feel despair, 

At loss of things, that never were. 
One article, sounding like Johnson or Hume, discusses the relation of 
imagination to “illusion,” a relation unfortunately necessary for “the 
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business of human life.” Imagination leads us to intense personal at- 
tachments, but if we could pierce through our illusions, the author re- 
marks with a wry distance, we could foresee “‘the sad seasons and cor- 
roding cares of matrimony” and “the population of the world would 
suffer a diminution.” 

The Port-Folio featured several articles on sympathy as a product of 
association and imagination. There were calls in reviews, too, for a more 
imaginative and “genuine language of nature and of passion.”'® Adam 
Smith was a dominant influence on discussions of sympathy; Blair and 
Priestley, now an American, on those of impassioned speech. Though 
some of the Lyrical Ballads were reprinted, no mention seems to be 
made of their Preface. 

One American essay is characteristic of interest in the subject as a 
whole. Entitled simply “On Fancy,” it appeared in the April 1807 issue 
of the Monthly Register of Charleston. Written by “a young gentleman 
of South Carolina,” it sums up a bundle of related concerns. First, like 
most Americans at this time, the author prefers “fancy” to “imagina- 
tion.” Many, perhaps following Addison, used the two words synony- 
mously. But even in the United States in 1807 there was awareness of a 
possible difference between the terms, as the editor of the Monthly Re- 
view reveals in introducing the essay: ‘We take it for granted, that the 
young gentleman uses the word “Fancy” as synonimous with Imagina- 
tion; if not, the whole of his reasoning rests upon a false foundation, and 
consequently ... must hasten to swift decay.”'’ The two terms were 
obviously being used with distinctly different connotations by some, or 
else the editor’s note would have been unnecessary. 

The essay, which harkens back to Hobbes’s apostrophe to fancy in his 
“Answer to Davenant,” claims that fancy may “devise theories of phi- 
losophy, or inspire the offerings of the muse.” The writer echoes Gerard 
and Ogilvie in calling for the “mutual and cooperative” influence of 
fancy and judgment. In a remarkable coincidence, the essayist, employ- 
ing a metaphor similar to Shaftesbury’s and anticipating a somewhat 
different use of it by Keats in his letters, says that “he, who pretends to 
be enamoured of the scenes of fancy, will be viewed as a cameleon, liv- 
ing on air.” But then, swinging in mood like Keats’s Ode to a Nightin- 
gale, the essayist concludes that ““To possess a fancy vigorous and elas- 
tic . . . is to command happiness.” Furthermore, “The influence of fancy 
cherishes and expands the germs of religion and patriotism,” not to 
mention the fine arts, where we may give it freer rein. The author also 
quotes Akenside’s Pleasures. Jejune though it is, the essay reveals a con- 
siderable range in its rapid summary of multiple ideas and attitudes 
converging to one large concept. 
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FRENEAU AND THE POWER OF FANCY 


It seems at first odd that Philip Freneau’s ““The Power of Fancy” ap- 
peared when it did, in 1770. In America this is a singularly early claim 
for the imaginative faculty. Yet the poem comes directly from a tradi- 
tion established by Warton, Gray, and Collins, poets whom Freneau 
might well have read while at Princeton, where he graduated with 
Aaron Burr, James Madison, and H. H. Brackenridge, and where he 
heard Witherspoon lecture. (Madison was Witherspoon’s pupil for a 
year.) 

“The Power of Fancy” is a progress poem in reverse, a stunning re- 
direction of the usual British theme of the progress of poetry westward 
from Greece to Rome and then to Hibernia’s shore. Freneau instead 
traces Fancy from Arcadia back eastward to the Hebrides, to the home 
of Ossian, then to “Britain’s fertile land,” on to ‘““Tempe’s verdant 
wood” and Hector’s tomb, until she leads Freneau “over Ganges’ 
streams” and places him on Tinian. Then he pleads with Fancy: 

Farther, farther in the east, 

Till it almost meets the west, 

Let us wandering both be lost 

On Taitis’ sea-beat coast, 

Bear me from that distant strand, 

Over ocean, over land, 

To California’s golden shore— 

Fancy, stop, and rove no more. 
The reverse progress has been a continuous eastering, an “orienting,” 
until fancy returns to the New World on the California coast. Fancy has 
thus left and returned to the American continent and been everywhere, 
from Arcadia east and farther east to California, except in America itself. 
Is it possible that Freneau meant to leave this break in Fancy’s global 
circuit, this final three-thousand-mile stretch, because its promise was as 
yet unfilled, yet definitely there? 

The answer appears in part in Freneau’s preface to a satiric piece, ti- 
tled “Advice to Authors,” that he wrote eighteen years later in 1788 
under the name of “The late Mr. Robert Slender.” These comments also 
throw light on the question whether America at this time may have been 
without the literary self-consciousness and over-refinement necessary 
for any close formulations of the idea of imagination. Freneau begins the 
piece: 

There are few writers of books in this new world, and amongst these very 

few that deal in works of imagination ... In a country, which two hun- 

dred years ago was peopled only by savages... it is really wonderful 


there should be any ... original authors at all... especially when it is 
considered, that according to the common course of things, any particular 
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nation or people must have arrived to, or rather passed, their meridian of 
opulence and refinement, before they consider the professors of the fine 
arts in any other light than a nuisance to the community ... I mean to 
say, in plain language, that you may make something by weaving garters, 
or mending old sails, when an Epic poem would be your utter destruc- 
tion. 


Freneau, who twice went to sea for extended periods and may himself 
have mended old sail, had epic ambitions, but his declining years were 
blighted by poverty and the loss of his home. In 1832, his eightieth year, 
he died in a blizzard. 

“The Power of Fancy,” written when he was eighteen, displays a 
sense of imagination as a cosmic power of ideas and of divine-human 
creation, ‘‘A spark from Jove’s resplendent throne.” All creations—all 
things no matter how solid—are but “Fancies of the Power Divine,” di- 
vine imaginations. There is a generally transcendental feeling here, as 
there is in his mention of “Ideas of the Almighty mind!” These lines 
suggest some of Herder’s poetry, or German Frihromantik effusions, 
fed by Platonism, on the power of God living in man’s creative imagina- 
tion. Freneau connects the strength of fancy not only with the cosmic- 
religious sense in Herder and Akenside but with art and human happi- 
ness in general: “Fancy, to thy power I owe/Half my happiness below.” 

But this line, ‘Fancy, to thy power I owe,” will return to Freneau in a 
disturbingly transposed key. In “The Power of Fancy” this ubiquitous 
and inventive force descends “like lightning” to “the prison of the 
fiends,” where Freneau objects to any further downward direction: 
“But, O never may she tell/Half the frightfulness of hell.” The possibly 
disturbing consequences of fancy evaporate into the bright air again. 
But then in ““The House of Night” (1779)—written during the Revolu- 
tion, in which Freneau was made prisoner by the British—the fifth 
stanza begins immediately to dwell on wild and frightening effects of 
imagination. Instead of “Fancy, to thy power I owe... happiness,” 
Freneau strikes an ominous and almost helpless note: 


Fancy, I own thy power—when sunk in sleep 
Thou play’st thy wild delusive part so well 
You lift me into immortality, 

Depict new heavens, or draw scenes of hell. 


Freneau recounts “fancies of malignant power!” and “A fearful vision at 
the midnight hour.” His phrasing recalls Coleridge’s Dejection. The 
power of fancy in “The House of Night” suffers under a dark and hor- 
rible tinge. The poem could well be a scenario for a frightful tale by Poe. 
“Fancy, I own thy power,” becomes a sinister and haunting admission. 
Freneau, who earlier had seen Fancy where “innocence reclines her 
head,” now surveys a “horrid form”: “Fancy, I own thy power—Death 
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on the couch,/With fleshless limbs, at rueful length, was laid.”” Now he 
hears “howling dogs” and on the “wide extended Chesapeake” he sees, 
“by pictures fancy formed, The black ship travelling through the noisy 
gale.” America had, by the late 1700s, essentially experienced what both 
Emerson and Poe would later find in the imagination: the highest confi- 
dence and also a curious, preternatural fear. 


15 


ORGANIC SENSIBILITY: HAZLITT 


i—— of William Haz- 


litt’s career mirrors the growth of the eighteenth-century associationist 
tradition from which he emerges. He begins, as did most early and mid- 
eighteenth-century critics, with premises of moral thought based on 
psychology. After expanding this stance in his first book, An Essay on 
the Principles of Human Action (1805), he shifts to a deeper considera- 
tion of the human psyche, its processes of association, its active and pas- 
sive confrontations with the world, and its imaginative shaping of expe- 
rience. As his second book, he abridges the seven volumes of Tucker’s 
Light of Nature Pursued (1807). Then, having disengaged himself 
from a mechanical associationism, Hazlitt turns, as the mid and late 
eighteenth century before him had turned, to the uses of sympathy, 
imagination, and a more fluid and coalescing associationism in the criti- 
cism of the arts, especially poetry. 

Hazlitt’s forte as a critic is an unerring eye for the passage or phrase 
that reveals the character of a work or of its author, or, as he often says, 
which exemplifies the process of imagination. His own writing has un- 
usual flair and verve, and he tinges his prose with pungent metaphors. 
Although often unequivocal, he is remarkably sensitive. Extending the 
approaches of Gerard, Priestley, Smith, Beattie, Tucker, and Alison, 
Hazlitt enriches the background of psychology by reemphasizing the 
classical concept of art as mimesis, an imitation of nature. After 1807, he 
turns his theory (if it can be called such) directly to the concrete. 
Others had done this, but their criticisms of literary passages appear 
more as appendices to their analyses of ideas. Hazlitt places his criticism 
directly in front and is suspicious of system, definition, and what 
Wordsworth calls “meddling intellect.” This attitude leads Hazlitt to a 
looseness in his use of terms; contradictions readily appear. He even 
places his theoretical convictions in the context of the vivid image: once 
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suggestive detail is by-passed in favor of a general rule, the arts begin “to 
resemble Antaeus in his struggle with Hercules, who was strangled 
when he was raised above the ground, and only revived and recovered 
his strength when he touched his mother earth.” 

Hazlitt’s approach can be called “organic” or “Romantic” in a way 
that does not apply to Reynolds or Stewart. Yet the incremental step 
from such writers as Tucker, Priestley, Gerard, Stewart, and Reynolds 
to Hazlitt is not large. At the Unitarian College in Hackney, Hazlitt per- 
sonally studied under Thomas Belsham and Priestley. It is typical of 
Hazlitt that, in remembering “The Late Dr. Priestley,” he praises 
Priestley’s union of “metaphysical refinement” and “experimental! [em- 
pirical] philosophy.” Indeed, the union of these “a/most incompatible 
faculties” became for Hazlitt, as for many of the later associationists, 
one of the acts of the imagination. Hazlitt represents a complete blend- 
ing, or what the Germans might call a Verschmelzung, of the British 
traditions of empirical psychology, associationism, intuitionalism, com- 
mon sense, sympathy, moral thought, and interest in genius. The 
blending is so thorough that when Hazlitt comes to define the highest 
artistic and creative power, he honestly balks: “This power is indif- 
ferently called genius, imagination, feeling, taste; but the manner in 
which it acts upon the mind can neither be defined by abstract rules, as 
is the case in science, nor verified by continual unvarying experiments, 
as is the case in mechanical performances.” 

Yet from the earliest stage of Hazlitt’s writing, the imagination occu- 
pies the highest place. It is the mainstay of his moral speculation, just as 
it becomes the focus of his criticism. Hazlitt’s career developed as it did 
because, as he progresses through these various concerns, he begins each 
stage with the idea of the imagination. 


IMAGINATION AS A GENERAL POWER 


In its broad sense “Imagination is another name for an interest in 
things out of ourselves.” It permits us to act sympathetically, to turn 
away from ourselves by substituting a concern for others. We imagine 
ourselves in their situation, and our capacity for direct feeling moves in 
their behalf. When thinkers had stressed the importance of sympathy, as 
Adam Smith had done in his Theory of Moral Sentiments, they had 
done so, according to Hazlitt, by making it a heartless and automatic as- 
sociation produced by “an unmeaning game of battledore and shuttle- 
cock kept up between the nerves and muscles.” Hartley was the most 
glaring example. The theory of “blind impulses of associated mechani- 
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cal feeling,’ when “made to explain everything... becomes merely a 
confusion... and a handle for quackery and paradox.’* The “modern 
philosophy” simply left “natural impulses of passion and imagination 
out of the account.” 

Only twenty-seven when he formulated his view of the connection 
between sympathy, morality, and the imagination, Hazlitt would later 
say, “The only thing I ever piqued myself upon was the writing the 
Essay on the Principles of Human Action.” His most systematic work, 
it established a psychological framework for his criticism: our senses put 
us in direct touch with present reality, and memory gives us an aware- 
ness of the past. But neither the senses nor memory can convey what has 
yet to happen. “That which is future, which does not yet exist, can ex- 
cite no interest in itself, nor act upon the mind in any way but by means 
of the imagination.” Only when we identify with our future selves does 
it take on an apparent reality and “‘presentness” with which we can sym- 
pathize. A child nearing a fire does not feel his present and future selves 
as two distinct things. He fears becoming burned. He “projects himself 
forward” and “identifies with his future being.”* In this way both John- 
son and Hume discussed the extrapolative or projecting power of imagi- 
nation. 

By the same process that we project and identify with our own future, 
we also enter into the feelings of others. The imaginative act has simply 
turned to a new object. In ethical terms, imagination and the sympathy 
it excites are neutral. Self-love and disinterested benevolence stem 
equally from the imaginative capacity for sympathy. “I could not love 
myself, if I were not capable of loving others.” Selfish people steer their 
sympathies only inward, to their own future. Yet if our minds dwell on 
another person—and Hazlitt believes this is a natural impulse—his situ- 
ation begins to enter and dominate our consciousness. Then a steady 
stream of impressions will collect and reinforce our habitual interest in 
him. The more we know, the more we become involved. Our reaction is 
“excited in proportion to our knowledge of the pain, and of the disposi- 
tion and feelings of the sufferer.” We remember how we have felt in the 
past, and this helps to indicate how the person feels with whom we 
identify. The imagination extends our “original passive impressions” 
into an active sense of what another person experiences. Of course, each 
individual ‘is a world to himself.”* His motives are complex, in flux and 
half-hidden, as Hume stressed. But the imagination is a cumulative 
power, and once it turns to another person, it accelerates in activity: 
each new impression mixes with and helps to interpret all those before 


* For a similar objection raised by Coleridge, see below, pp. 331-332. 
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it, so that a suggestive momentum or direction is built. The imagination 
works throughout each second of life; like breathing, it is involuntary 
and even unnoticed, but necessary for the health and life of the mind. 


A “PERVADING AND ELASTIC ENERGY” 


The imagination, then, is essentially a potential energy in the mind, a 
capacity that uses and is not formed by sense impressions. In contrast, 
many associationists had concluded that the mind itself was wholly em- 
pirical in its operation. But their method of examination had rubbed off 
onto the clues. Those who had assumed a tabula rasa found on it only 
their own fingerprints. One could say that the intellect as pictured by 
empirical psychology is curiously fit to practice only empirical psychol- 
ogy. It works piecemeal, relies on the senses, develops generalities by 
linking small units together, and forges its final conclusions into a pro- 
tective armor of rules and abstractions. 

The fact that Locke and many “half metaphysicians” discounted what 
they vaguely called “innate ideas” did not prove that the mind lacks in- 
nate capacities, which exist before any phenomena are impressed on 
them. Hazlitt essentially expands the meaning of “experience,” which 
he says had been confined “to a knowledge of things without us.” He 
divorced it or, as Coleridge would say, “desynonymized” it from sensa- 
tion: ‘Purely sensational knowledge is not the key.” The mind, in its 
imaginative grasp, reaches “either within or out of” itself so that con- 
sciousness combines external objects with internal ways in which the 
mind registers, associates, adds to, and transforms these objects. For this 
reason, Hazlitt feels Locke neglected “the internal principle of all 
thought.” 

The main liability of the empiricist was the ease with which he 
slipped into “abstraction,” while believing he avoided or opposed it. 
When empiricism lumps together concrete impressions, it tends not to 
see them in their mixed totality and interconnection but to over-refine 
them, to produce abstract ideas, such as “substance” or “ratiocination,” 
whose umbilical cord with experience has been pinched. This abstrac- 
tion had too long passed for “‘reason,” as Reynolds and Coleridge said. 
The interplay and internal process of life had boiled away until only a 
dry powder remained: “The instant we begin to refine and generalize 
beyond a certain point, we are reduced to abstraction ... The habit, 
too, of detaching these abstract species and fragments of nature, de- 
stroys the power of combining them in complex characters, in every de- 
gree of force and variety.” Hazlitt agrees that abstraction is necessary 
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and useful, but as the final goal of synthetic thought, it is too rarefied 
and dessicate. Even Kant—though it is not clear that Hazlitt knew much 
about him—ended with too much “artificial and arbitrary” system. Ab- 
straction provides helpful “short-cuts,” but it limits comprehension by 
ignoring particulars.’ 

Kant’s statement, which Hazlitt was fond of quoting, that “The mind 
alone is formative,” has meaning only if one recognizes that the mind 
first collects materials to form. Otherwise, “it is having to make bricks 
without straw.” These materials come not only by direct sense experi- 
ence but also by the internal sensations and processes of mind, one of 
which is association. What Tucker, Belsham, and Priestley had started 
Hazlitt extended. He removed completely the discrete intervals and 
step-like nature of the associative process. ‘“The imagination is an asso- 
ciating principle,” but it suspends ideas and compound associations in a 
solution where they freely move, interacting with each other. These 
ideas are then ready to form around and encrust any new object or expe- 
rience with which they have an affinity. As a result, a new concept or 
idea is formed. Each time the mind perceives something new, the pro- 
cess repeats, and its store of associations grows. The process is fluid. In 
the ‘‘pervading and elastic energy” of imagination, associations are not 
fixed in a sequential order. From an internal fund, ideas and feelings 
rush to surround any object that presents itself to the mind. This fund 
brings “all nature and all art to bear on a particular purpose, on continu- 
ity and comprehension of mind.” That Hazlitt still maintains the imagi- 
nation is an “associating principle” sets him apart from Coleridge, 
Blake, and Shelley, who rather stress that association is a principle 
which contributes to a higher, more comprehensive power of creative 
imagination. The object, according to Hazlitt, becomes the center of a 
whole intellectual world. Association thus forms conscious, realized 
patterns and works toward a unified design.® 

But the external world, in all its concreteness, is never static, and no 
still-life can capture its reality. The imagination perceives not only that 
patterns in the world often are not patterns for long but, more impor- 
tant, that there are patterns of change itself, that there is process. An 
imaginative mind can telescope time, see the cause and effect of a thing, 
and associate it with another event or object not immediately present. 
Original impressions become combined “‘in all possible forms,” which, 
with a sense of design and unity, approximate the metamorphosis of na- 
ture. Like Goethe, we can pick up a handful of dry seeds and say, 
“These are roses, and they shall bloom.” In Hazlitt’s words, “We see the 
process” of things. Imagination creates a sensitive analog in the mind to 
what alters and moves around it.” Much later, in 1876, Emerson would 
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state the position with a finality that is not closed but suggestive: “The 
endless passing of one element into new forms, the incessant metamor- 
phosis, explains the rank which the imagination holds in our catalogue 
of mental powers. The imagination is the reader of these forms.”!” 

In time, the imaginative power develops a ready response and intelli- 
gence, called by Hazlitt “common sense.” In the totality of mind, ob- 
jects and experiences fuse into larger wholes that “you may not be able 
to analyze or account for ... in the several particulars.” The result is a 
body of response that informs and guides all actions.'' Here Hazlitt is 
building not only on Scottish intuitionalists but on Hobbes, whom he 
studied carefully, and on Tucker and John Fearn. All impressions ‘“‘co- 
alesce and act in unison .. . that is, without our being conscious of any- 
thing but the . . . settled result.”!” The ideas of this “habitual reason” are 
superior to abstraction. Particulars are neither isolated nor whisked 
away; in coalescing, they become living and vital, as they are in nature. 

In this synthetic and cohesive process of mind there are no partitions. 
Each thought and association acts as a relay in “the unity of thought and 
consciousness.” The concept is similar to Herder’s Besonnenheit, or 
total awareness. The best word Hazlitt found for this process was 
“imagination.” Working by intuition and analogy, it carries a built-in 
power to design and to judge ideas and actions, a power that recalls 
Hobbes’s sagacitas. People who “trust to their imagination or feelings, 
know how far to go, and how to keep within certain limits.” The ‘“7- 
stinct of imagination” is an unconscious power, first absorbing experi- 
ence, then giving out “what it had attracted and moulded into itself by 
elective affinity, as the loadstone draws and impregnates iron.”'* This 
image was used in a similar context by Akenside, Gerard, Tucker, and 
even Fichte. In one of Hazlitt’s best passages on the organic unity of 
mind provided by imagination, a unity that extends from remembered 
“objects” to the “I” who invents new ones and blends them with 
“thoughts and feelings,” he comments: 


Thus the poet is not a being made up of a string of organs—an eye, an ear, 
a heart, a tongue—but is one and the same intellectual essence, looking 
out from its own nature on all the different impressions it receives, and to 
a certain degree moulding them into itself. It is J who remember certain 
objects, who judge of them, who invent from them, who connect certain 
sounds that J hear, as of a thrush singing, with certain sights that I see, as 
the wood whence the notes issue. There is some bond, some conscious 
connection brought about between these impressions and acts of the 
mind; that is, there is a principle of joint and common understanding in 
the mind, quite different from the ignorance in which the ear is left of 
what passes before the eye, &c., and which [is an] overruling and pri- 
mary faculty of the soul, blending with all our thoughts and feelings.'* 
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INTENSITY OF FEELING 


The sagacity of the imagination does not wait on the page-turning, 
slow progress of deduction. It darts at once, as Reynolds said, “by what 
appears a kind of intuition, to the conclusion.” The phrase Hazlitt uses 
to summarize this intuitive power that draws particulars into a purpose- 
ful whole, “organic sensibility,” has passed into the language; Words- 
worth had, in his Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800), remarked that a 
good poet is “possessed of more than usual organic sensibility.” The or- 
ganic growth of works of imagination, says Hazlitt, can be seen in Mil- 
ton’s description: 

So from the root 
Springs lighter the green stalk; from thence the leaves 
More airy; last the bright consimmate flower. 

Passion and feeling had become important elements of the imaginative 
process for Kames, Priestley, Gerard, Duff, and Tucker, but Hazlitt 
makes passion and feeling the most important. What resulted was the 
“association of feelings.” What we think and what we are “is got at 
solely by feeling, that is, on the principle of the association of ideas.” 
The power and consistency of imagination depends more on “‘an ebulli- 
tion of feeling” than on “‘remote and abstract principles.” The degree to 
which a philosophy takes this into account is crucial for its success. “In 
art, in taste, in life... you decide from feeling, and not from reason.” 
We judge actions more fairly if our conclusion comes from the heart as 
well as the mind. From his point of view, Hazlitt had overturned the 
“cool” analysis of empiricism on even more direct and purely empirical 
grounds. He spoke for the Zeitgeist when he remarked, “Without the 
inward sympathy to impel us forward, the indifferent observation of the 
outward signs” cannot “attain to the truth of nature.” Sympathy, and 
“the root of our imagination,” depend on feeling—on the heart. ‘“‘Pas- 
sion, in short, is the essence, the chief ingredient in moral truth; and the 
warmth of passion is sure to kindle the light of imagination on the ob- 
jects around it.””’ 

Passion and feeling alone, however, are not sufficient; they can be 
present at a low temperature; it is their warmth or intensity that makes 
the difference. The mind naturally desires strong excitement. Burke had 
graphically explained this need, saying that if the audience watching a 
tragedy heard that a public execution was about to take place outside, 
they would rush out, leaving the theater empty. Even when danger or 
fear acts as a deterrent, the power of hypnotic feeling often overcomes it: 
“Tt is a well-known fact that few persons can stand safely on the edge of 
a precipice, or walk along the parapet wall of a house, without being in 
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danger of throwing themselves down; not we presume from a principle 
of self-preservation; but in consequence of a strong idea having taken 
possession of the mind, from which it cannot well escape, which absorbs 
every other consideration, and confounds and overrules all self-re- 
gards.”'° 

The instance that entered Hazlitt’s mind had provoked Horatio, too 
(Hamlet liv): 


the dreadful summit of the cliff 
That beetles o’er his base into the sea 


The very place puts toys of desperation, 
Without more motive, into every brain 
That looks so many fathoms to the sea 
And hears it roar beneath. 


The mind latches onto the object or action that is before it and, soon 
mesmerized, desires to be enthralled. Conceiving the situation so force- 
fully, the mind admits no thought or object that is alien to the pattern of 
events and passion. The mind gains “a more intense perception of 
truth . . . calling out the powers of observation and comparison.” Strong 
feeling organizes this more accurate imitation of nature. It gives the 
mind a force-field that admits and orders ideas and arranges them ac- 
cording to their importance. Intensity never lets go of its subject until it 
forms “a certain graceful consistency.” Feeling provides harmony of 
form in art as well as in experience.’ 


GUSTO 


Hazlitt’s wonderful term, which attracted Keats, for the intense feel- 
ing and awareness associated with a particular object or idea is “gusto.” 
The mind does more than examine an object, it embraces it until the last 
iota of pleasure and pain is wrung from the embrace and its associations. 
This feeling conveys the total Inhalt and essence of a thing, placing it in 
the universal scheme of nature. Gusto “is power or passion defining any 
object.” Distinction between object and subject blurs as the mind fuses 
itself with the thing at hand. Sensual and intellectual faculties work to- 
gether. The intensity and truth of feeling we develop about an object 
and bring to it repay us with the true nature and character of that object. 
The two are inseparable. Gusto is a speeding up of the metabolism of 
the mind and stimulates its powers into extra alertness. We see more ex- 
ternally, feel more internally, and the two experiences join and magnify 
each other until a “more striking degree” of feeling awakens.'* 

I saw a thrush, says Hazlitt, fly from a cold barren hill, coming from 
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his warm wood shelter, whistling distantly. “A mingled feeling of 
strangeness and joy” accompanied these connected experiences and 
combined with them to form one total impression. In art, for example, 
“There is a gusto in the colouring of Titian. Not only do his heads seem 
to think—his bodies seem to feel.””!” Similarly, “Milton has great gusto. 
He repeats his blows twice; grapples with and exhausts his subject. His 
imagination has a double relish of its objects, an inveterate attachment to 
the things he describes, and to the words describing them.” This double 
blow and relish of gusto characterizes Milton’s description of the Chi- 
nese and their “cany wagons light.” Chaucer catches ‘“‘the very feeling of 
the air, the coolness or moisture of the ground. Inanimate objects .. . 
have a fellow-feeling in the interest of the story; and render back the 
sentiment of the speaker’s mind.””° 

In gusto, a strong central feeling excites all the senses at once, by af- 
finity, from inward. We “interpret one sense by another.” The five 
senses work together like fingers on a hand and grasp the object in its 
totality. Smells and tastes, says Hazlitt, remain in our minds because we 
do not encounter them as often as we are bombarded by visual images. 
“The taste of barberries, which have hung out in the snow during the 
severity of a North American winter, I have in my mouth still, after an 
interval of thirty years.” Mixing and exciting the senses, gusto recreates 
the “internal character, the living principle” of an object. As the mind’s 
keenest involvement with the external world, it produces a “deep, sus- 
tained internal sentiment.””! Hazlitt would have been delighted with 
the kind of gusto in Proust. The psyche develops an “internal design” 
corresponding to the natural world.”” 

Gusto is the Latin ablative of the word meaning “taste,” and Hazlitt’s 
idea of taste is a way of organizing into general aesthetic categories, such 
as ‘‘beauty” or “the sublime,” the individual impressions of gusto. For 
instance, a beautiful statue and a beautiful sunset leave different im- 
pressions, but both objects excite a common and intense core of feeling. 
This is what Hazlitt means by the observation that personal reactions to 
beautiful objects are never identical, but that they meet “in the ex- 
tremes” of feeling. They “form an ideal class” of taste. ‘““The IDEAL,” 
however, is the one particular object that within its own class “expresses 
most completely ... a given character of quality, as of beauty, strength, 
activity, voluptuousness . . . and preserves that character with the great- 
est consistency throughout.” In its general and ideal sense, taste is 
rooted in gusto, the “concentration” we feel for concrete nature, and 
shows “entire sympathy with the finest impulses of the imagination.””’ 
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POETRY AS THE HIGHEST IMAGINATIVE LIFE 


For Hazlitt, poetry imitates nature, “but the imagination and the pas- 
sions are a part of man’s nature.” Poetry imitates nature as seen through 
and colored by the passion and involvement of the psyche. The highest 
forms of art express a nature not only perceived but half-created by the 
feelings (“gusto”) of heart and mind. “Poetry acts by sympathy with 
nature, that is, with the natural impulses, customs, and imagination of 
men.” Objects themselves take on human interest, which poetry magni- 
fies until nature is by association imbued with an extra meaning, one 
that resonates with the purposes and experiences of human life.* ‘“‘Nei- 
ther a mere description of natural objects, nor a mere delineation of nat- 
ural feelings, however distinct or forcible, constitutes the ultimate end 
and aim of poetry.” Imagination mingles the two. It represents objects 
as they are molded by thoughts and feelings “into an infinite variety of 
shapes and combinations of power.” If imitation means a simple repre- 
sentation of objects as they seem, this is diametrically opposed to the 
power of imagination, which presents an object with all its associated 
feelings and ideas. “We do not see nature with our eyes, but with our 
understandings and our hearts.”** As early as 1750, Johnson had re- 
marked that nature’s general effects on the eye and ear are uniform and 
incapable of much varied description, but “‘philosophically considered,” 
nature is inexhaustible (Rambler 36). 

The artist should reveal nature, then, through the medium of senti- 
ment and passion. He can awaken in each natural object the slumbering 
power to become a symbol of our affections and a “link in the chain of 
our endless being.” Uniting imagery and feeling, poetry speaks the lan- 
guage of the imagination more than any other art form. “It describes the 
flowing, not the fixed.” It is more flexible in engaging the senses and can 
suggest any feeling. Painting, sculpture, and music run against nearer 
limits. Pictures focus too sharply on objects or faces, as Claudius implies 
when he taunts Laertes: “Or are you like the painting of a sorrow,/A 
face without a heart?” The visual arts freeze things in time. Music is 
temporal but excites only one sense. In fact, all the arts except poetry 
essentially engage a single sense or at most two. But entering the mind 
in an intelligible as well as sensual way, poetic language stimulates all 
feelings and senses from the inside. Poetry leaves some work of the 
imagination to the reader.”> As in sculpture, some of Michelangelo's 
most beautiful and suggestive works are those he left unfinished. 

Poetry, as well as the arts in general, must keep a strong grip on the 
particulars of nature and the nuances of human behavior and feeling. 
Fact and feeling go hand in hand; the one implies the other, in a relation- 


* Cf. Wordsworth and Coleridge on the same subject, below, chs. 18 and 21. 
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ship that Hazlitt, anticipating T. S. Eliot, prized in English literature of 
the seventeenth century. Poetry is passion speaking eloquently. The ge- 
nius lets each passion speak for itself as deeply and strongly, though not 
necessarily as violently or excessively, as possible, because he wants to 
make the reader feel that way himself. ‘““The very intensity and truth of 
feeling” pushes the poet into fiction. Put another way, imaginative po- 
etry falls in with the language of power. It magnifies its objects; “‘it 
admits of no medium. It is every thing by excess.” Hazlitt turns to The 
Tempest for an example: “So (as it has been ingeniously remarked)* 
when Prospero describes himself as left alone in the boat with his 
daughter, the epithet which he applies to her, ““Me and thy crying self,” 
flings the imagination instantly back from the grown woman to the 
helpless condition of infancy, and places the first and most trying scene 
of his misfortunes before us, with all that he must have suffered in the 
interval.””° 

The range and power of poetry come from a pattern of words. Figures 
of speech and phrases become identified with a pattern of feelings and 
ideas. ‘‘Words are a measure of truth. They ascertain intuitively the de- 
grees, inflections, and powers of things in a wonderful manner.” They 
are the atoms of a second universe in which the psyche has touched, 
sympathized, and associated itself with part of the natural creation. 
Words become objects and feelings themselves. A figure of speech re- 
quires no proof: “It gives carte blanche to the imagination” and encour- 
ages us to think of the connections between facts and feelings, the jour- 
ney of the mind as it considers nature in relation to its own experience. 
Great poetry, like Shakespeare’s, becomes “‘hieroglyphical. It translates 
thoughts into visible images.” These images are figurative truths that 
produce complete awareness of a whole, dramatic situation. In Macbeth, 
Malcolm calls to the grief-stricken Macduff: ““What! man, ne’er pull your 
hat upon your brows.” The action could be anyone shading his eyes 
from the sun, but the suggestive power of language is so fitted to the im- 
mediate situation that it vents a sorrow that would be cheapened by 
mere description. Hazlitt believes French classical drama falls short of 
the golden age of English theater because it is removed from the union 
of feeling and thought. Characters describe their feelings, they do not 
speak directly. We sense that someone has interposed between us and 
the object or character at hand. Images should not be the adornments or 
examples of thought, something thrown in to add a comparison. In the 
best poetry, forms of speech are “‘the building, and not the scaffolding to 
thought.”’’ A phrase touches a whole web of action, which in trembling 
with it is also imitated by it. 


* Hazlitt is probably referring to Coleridge’s fine analysis of the same passage; see 
below, ch. 21. 
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Hazlitt reverts to a popular theme of Shakespearean criticism in the 
1770s and 1780s. Shakespeare’s images and characters are true imita- 
tions, not descriptions of passion and nature (Hazlitt’s “building, and 
not the scaffolding’), which is related to Coleridge’s distinction be- 
tween imitation and copy. Coleridge used the question in Lear, ‘““What, 
have his daughters brought him to this pass?” as an example of imagina- 
tion catching a whole situation at once, through simple words.” There 
is the same power in Lear’s cry, repeated by Burke and flung at the 
House of Commons when, feeling betrayed by his supporters, he cried, 
“The little dogs and all, Tray, Blanche, and Sweetheart, see, they bark 
at me!” As Hazlitt explains this cry, it is: 


no old Chronicle of the line of Brute, no black-letter broadside, no tat- 
tered ballad, no vague rumour, in which this exclamation [of Lear’s] is 
registered; there is nothing romantic, quaint, mysterious in the objects 
introduced: the illustration is borrowed from the commonest and most 
casual images in nature, yet it is this very circumstance that lends it ex- 
treme force . .. by showing that even the lowest things in creation .. . had 
in his imagination turned against him .. . It is the depth of passion . . . or 
of the poet’s sympathy with it, that invests them with corresponding im- 
portance.” 


In addition, the names of the dogs, Tray, Blanche, and Sweetheart, 
have the reverse association expected. They essentially mean truth (or 
loyalty), purity, and intimacy. This reverse association of ideas 
heightens the working of the imagination and helps to explain Hazlitt’s 
remark that Lear’s cry comes “by the force of contrast.” 


MODERN PROBLEMS 


Hazlitt, like William Duff and like Lycius in Keats’s Lamia, felt it 
could not be concealed “that the progress of knowledge and refinement 
has a tendency to circumscribe the limits of the imagination, and to clip 
the wings of poetry.”*” But admitting that many undefined and uncom- 
mon objects and feelings which gave “birth and scope to the imagina- 
tion” had become outworn, he turns not only to the question of the art- 
ist seeking new objects and actions but also to the change in the audience 
and taste of an age and a society already bombarded with masterpieces 
and, more perplexing, with a profusion of less-than-masterpieces. The 
present age talked; it failed to act. It lived on retrospect. People flocked 
to see Greek tragedy and perhaps felt their own lives tragic, but no great 
poetry came of it. Shakespeare “could not have written as he did, if he 
had lived in the present time.” 

Taste, in an absolute sense, had not grown better or worse, but was 
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more fixed; bad taste had grown more universal and consequently 
harder to budge. Diffusion of taste never guaranteed improvement. Too 
often it stifled what was good or promising by introducing too many 
competitors, mostly poor ones. Men of imagination had as much genius 
as ever, but now when they turned to a subject, the public was indoc- 
trinated and expected something of less than imaginative genius: “When 
10,000 boarding-school girls, who have learnt to play on the harpsi- 
chord, are brought out in the same season, Rossini will be preferred to 
Mozart, as the last new composer.”?! 

A contagion of mediocrity was just one problem confronting the mod- 
ern imagination. Another was its own tendency, perhaps in defense 
against the sheer numbers, to indulge in self-centeredness or “egotism.” 
Keats’s phrase describing Wordsworth, “the egotistical sublime,” was 
undoubtedly inspired by Hazlitt. As Keats was himself to realize, 
Wordsworth was a great poet of a new kind; Hazlitt even called him the 
greatest one living. Yet the temptation of the modern, “romantic” imagi- 
nation was to be too subjective. There is “in Mr. Wordsworth’s mind,” 
notes Hazlitt in reviewing The Excursion,” an evident repugnance to 
admit anything that tells for itself, without the interpretation of the 
poet,—a fastidious antipathy to immediate effect,—-a systematic unwill- 
ingness to share the palm with his subject.” Wordsworth sympathizes 
only with feelings that easily mingle with his own identity. Here was a 
case where the “channels” of the imagination had been grooved inward 
instead of turning to others and to “immediate effect” or “gusto.” 
Wordsworth “sees nothing but himself and the universe.”*? Hazlitt 
makes him sound like the kind of poet Fichte would have been had he 
been endowed with more literary gifts and a love of nature. 

Too much pathological cult of the self infected the present time. Any- 
thing, it seemed, could be turned inward. Too many people traversed 
exotic worlds, rummaged about the ruin of civilizations, crossed stupen- 
dous mountains, seas, and deserts and then, like Childe Harold, pro- 
ceeded to see everything as a mirror for themselves. At best, they pre- 
sented a story like Manfred’s but were always on the verge of plunging 
off the mountains into extreme self-centeredness.** In the end, the spas- 
modics’ cult of feeling-for-feeling’s sake would become transparent and 
pathetic rather than heroic: they lamented that their feelings failed to be 
misunderstood. Commenting on a popular spasmodic-like play, the trag- 
edy Bertram, or the Castle of St. Aldobrand (1816), by the Irish dram- 
atist C. R. Maturin,* Hazlitt put his finger on a key distinction. “Mere 
sentiment,” as opposed to that sentiment with an object of sufficient im- 
portance and value, is nothing but “‘self-created, beginning and ending 


* The play was very popular and a financial success. For Coleridge’s critique of it, see 
ch. 23 of the Biographia. 
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in itself.” Ideas that come out of our own heads are “‘soon exhausted, and 
we recur to tiresome, vapid imitations of ourselves.” Hazlitt, Keats, and 
Goethe (the most prominent examples) knew, often through personal 
experience, that Romanticism must wrestle with its own bad “‘egomor- 
phic” impulses. A poet, said Goethe, does not deserve the title when he 
voices subjective feelings, but does only when he appropriates to himself 
the world and expresses it: ““A subjective nature has soon talked out his 
little internal material, and is at last ruined by mannerism”; in other 
words, “Every healthy effort . . . is directed from the inward to the out- 
ward world.”** 

Hazlitt pinpointed the major fault of modern poetry as an experiment 
to reduce verse “to a mere effusion of natural sensibility,” which lets 
imagination pervert itself into egotism; Johnson had made a similar re- 
mark in Rambler 154. Much of the writing of his own generation irked 
Hazlitt. Byron (and Le Byronisme, as Hazlitt would be quick to point 
out, became a French idol) showed “an unaccomodating [sic] selfish- 
ness,” which ‘“‘is like a cancer, eating into the heart of poetry.” Byron 
“locks himself in the Bastille of his own ruling passion.” One of Haz- 
litt’s favorite passages in literature is “Ah, voila de la pervenche!” But in 
the end, Rousseau’s self-interest, though he might feel delight at seeing a 
periwinkle, suffocated his imaginative faculty. Nothing could be further 
from the truth, thought Hazlitt, than Madame de Staél’s opinion that 
imagination was Rousseau’s strength. Instead, he had “the most intense 
consciousness of his own existence.”*’ 

Hazlitt reasserted the classical belief that some subjects are more 
suitable for imitation than others. If the imagination becomes enmeshed 
in a minor topic, it grows “fickle and fastidious.” Like Coleridge, Hazlitt 
denied that rural life was “manly” or “poetic” and criticized Words- 
worth for making “pedlars and ploughmen the heroes and the interpret- 
ers of his sentiments.” The cult of self and the proud cultivation of rus- 
tic subjects were the least imaginative efforts possible. German writers 
suffered a similar fault. They believed the “paradox” that all subjects are 
equally fit or, worse, that the more mean and unpromising a topic, the 
greater play it gave to creativity and imagination.’® Passion is genuine 
only when it springs from “powerful causes” and is directed to “the 
highest subjects.” What Hamlet meant when he told the players to hold 
the mirror up to nature was “to embody a distinct interest out of our- 
selves by the force of imagination and passion.” The greatest philoso- 
pher, the best poet, forgot himself, or else stood in danger of being for- 
gotten by the world.”’ 
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FANCY AND IMAGINATION 


Probably recalling remarks he had heard Coleridge make, Hazlitt dis- 
tinguished fancy from imagination in 1815. But Hazlitt, unlike Cole- 
ridge, continues to see imagination as an associative principle, and fancy 
as one too, only less synthetic. Imagination enlarges and connects ideas 
while fancy separates and compares them, finding only one point in 
which they are similar. Wit acts on the most superficial level. It notices 
slight resemblances or binds together two surprisingly different things 
in “pretended union.” Wit and fancy play with what is at hand, but 
imagination can bring the whole mind to bear on a single experience. 
Wit tends to diminish one’s interest in all possible meanings and feelings 
associated with any one object. Imagination “enforces and aggrandises. 
It would be hard to shut up Homer and Waller in the same pew or com- 
partment of the brain. The latter would be squeezed to death.”*® 

Hazlitt often singles out the French as illustrating the presence of wit 
and fancy without imagination. Their vanity and self-centeredness pro- 
ceed from “want of all real imagination.” They lack an emphatic sense 
of nature because they do not identify with anything outside of them- 
selves. The French mind “has always its own consciousness,” “‘a glitter- 
ing halo of personal conceit.” It runs too rapidly through sensations to 
connect them into larger units. Hazlitt cites Coleridge, who thought that 
Moliére’s delightful sympathy with his characters and his sense of a dra- 
matic whole rather than of a linked series of scenes could only have been 
possible if his father had been an Englishman!*? 


DRAMA, TRAGEDY , AND MYTH 


The “‘strong-hold” of poetry is not the general or the ideal, in which 
one feeling or characteristic is captured and preserved as in formalde- 
hyde, but an ability to portray individuals and events in vital intercon- 
nection. “‘It is the business of poetry, and indeed of all works of imagina- 
tion to exhibit the species through the individual.” The form of poetry 
that best escapes abstraction, permits the writer to express the feelings 
of others, and has a natural focus on the individual is the drama. Hazlitt 
prizes it above all other genres: “‘It is essentially individual and concrete, 
both in form and in power. It is the closest imitation of nature; it has a 
body of truth; it is ‘a counterfeit presentment’ of reality; for it brings 
forward certain characters to act and speak for themselves, in the most 
trying and singular circumstances.”*° 

Epic poetry never escapes the voice of an intervening narrator. And 
lyric verse often ends in the tedium of personal sensibility; the poet 
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gives only “the idle effusions of his own breast.” But the playwright can 
turn invisible and mute. Consequently, the sympathies of the audience 
are engaged directly by the characters and action. No other art makes us 
feel more that we are looking at and participating in life. No other art 
strikes so close to home. It was perhaps under Hazlitt’s influence, as well 
as under Shakespeare’s, that Keats felt one of his greatest ambitions was 
the writing of ‘‘a few fine plays.” Whereas comedy or farce undercuts 
sympathy, tragedy ‘substitutes imaginary sympathy for mere selfish- 
ness. It gives us a high and permanent interest beyond ourselves, in hu- 
manity as such.””*! 

Although for Hazlitt tragedy is the highest form of dramatic art, our 
sympathies and souls can be engaged outside ourselves in two other 
ways. The gods and goddesses of myth provide personal and individual 
forms with which to identify fundamental human feelings and arche- 
types. Various sides of the psyche assume an external, concrete form 
that never dies, an immortal form that is not human, but humanized. 
Hazlitt perceives the need for myth in terms of sympathetic identifica- 
tion. ‘““Men will have some idol, some mythology of their own—the dii 
majores or minores—something . .. they would wish to resemble.” The 
genial gods, the deities of particular place, are born by an habitual asso- 
ciation of ideas. “I have once enjoyed,” says Hazlitt, “the cool shade of a 
tree, and been lulled into a deep repose by the sound of a brook running 
at my feet.” Soon the grouping of pleasant associations came to person- 
ify a friendly power that inhabited the place, and Greek myth must have 
originated in a similar way. The imagination attaches real feeling to a 
certain name, so that myths may go for centuries inert, buried in books, 
then revive simply because we come to have “the same associations with 
them.” 

Beyond myth, yet subsuming it, the imagination extends our views of 
consequences into another state of being. It is a key to religious sensibil- 
ity. Like Coleridge and Blake, Hazlitt found in the language and power 
of the Bible a poetry that combines imagination and faith. The deepest 
human feelings and beliefs are expressed in the most intense and boldly 
figurative way. Hazlitt loved the story of Ruth (which Keats used in his 
“Ode to a Nightingale”) for its natural affection, and the book of Job for 
its imagery—‘“more intense in passion, than any thing in Homer.”* In 
religion, the imagination not only gives us the power to look into the 
puzzle of creation but, once we take the leap of faith to accept the un- 
known and to explain it by a holy presence, the imagination forms, in 
symbolic poetry, the most powerful expression of belief. 

Like so many of his predecessors in psychology and critical writing, 
Hazlitt regards the imagination as the basic characteristic of genius. Ge- 
nius, for Hazlitt, does not possess special powers that other minds lack 
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completely; there is no quantum jump into creativity. A great artist ex- 
ercises a greater degree of sympathetic power, not “‘acuteness of organs 
or extent of capacity ... but an intense sympathy with some beauty or 
distinguishing characteristic in nature.” For this reason, Hazlitt prefers 
Shakespeare to Wordsworth; Shakespeare is ready to dwell on the sub- 
ject itself, to identify with it, and to present it with gusto and passion; 
Wordsworth is the egotistical genius. In direct contrast to the “ordinary 

. exclusive and self-willed” genius of Wordsworth, Shakespeare’s 
identity is a product of his own disinterested sympathies for nature and 
his identification with individuals. Hazlitt characterizes Shakespeare in 
his own words: “my nature is subdued/To what it works in, like the 
dyer’s hand.” 

Hazlitt strengthens the Romantic premise developed during his 
childhood and adolescence by critics like Maurice Morgann, William 
Richardson, and Elizabeth Montagu, the premise that now pervaded the 
attitudes of Keats and Coleridge to Shakespeare. Keats called it ‘‘nega- 
tive capability.” It is the power of the dervish, the chameleon, the Pro- 
teus who can assume all forms and all passions. Hazlitt expresses the 
nature of Shakespeare in a new simile: “By an art like that of the ventril- 
oquist, he throws his imagination out of himself, and makes every word 
appear to proceed from the mouth of the person in whose name it is 
spoken.” Shakespeare is the anti-egotist. Thinking of an object or of an- 
other person, he instantly becomes it.* 

Like one soul successively animating different bodies, Shakespeare’s 
imagination worked most strongly in character portrayal. One of Haz- 
litt’s favorite examples is Cleopatra: “Few things in Shakespeare ... 
have more of that local truth of imagination and character than the pas- 
sage in which Cleopatra is represented conjecturing what were the em- 
ployments of Anthony in his absence—‘He’s speaking now, or mur- 
muring—Where’s my serpent of old Nile?” “How fine,” says Hazlitt, 
“to make Cleopatra have this consciousness of her own character.” 

Shakespeare caught the modifications of feeling, the plastic nature of 
sentiments and behavior. Going out of himself by the force of imagina- 
tion, he could peer into “the connecting links of the passions, and their 
effect upon the mind.” He saw everything, by intuition and instinct, as a 
process, a drama. Each action, each telltale hint of passion, is in a state of 
metamorphosis, becoming whole by its affinity or antipathy to every 
other speech and act brought near it. Everything flows by the force of 
natural association. A train of thought suggests various inflections of one 
feeling, all of which melt into and heighten one another, “like chords in 
music,” a phrase that recalls Hume’s statement that the passions act like 
a stringed instrument, setting up sympathetic vibrations in each other, 
and not like a wind instrument that produces only single notes.* 
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On a higher level of generality, Hazlitt believes Shakespeare’s imagi- 
nation imitated the process of nature. It created another, “imaginary re- 
ality” or second world, a sister planet no astronomer could find, but one 
populated to such a faithful degree that we take it for our own. Preemi- 
nent in Shakespeare was “imagination, that is, the power of feigning 
things according to nature.” Following the lead of Morgann’s Essay on 
Falstaff, Hazlitt calls Shakespeare’s characters “historical.” We specu- 
late about what they say and do off-stage. In his truth to nature, Shake- 
speare is no moralist; that is, he draws no morals in the conventional 
sense. But he shows reality in its truth and complexity by showing it 
through many human lives. In this respect he is the greatest of all moral- 
ists.*’ 

The poetry of sympathy, passion, and imagination—three words 
packed with meaning for Hazlitt—grows from both the moral and in- 
tellectual part of human nature. The works of imagination, as he calls 
them, embrace the world in its relation to the desire to know, the will to 
act, and the power to feel. Their expression appeals to every facet of ex- 
perience; they come the nearest to truth and nature. In fact, because of 
their passion and intensity, their distillation in time and harmony of im- 
pact, the imagination in them “is, in this sense, sometimes truer than re- 
ality.”** There is no more powerful parable of the spirit than Lear. 

In its moral scope and sense of totality, the greatest poetry (and for 
Hazlitt this means Shakespeare) is endowed with “‘all the forms of the 
imagination, and with the deepest workings of the heart.” It has a depth 
and harmony of mind that imitates; but more, it holds communion with 
the soul of nature. In his full power, the poet identifies with and is able 
“to foreknow and to record the feelings of all men at all times and 
places.”*? He is a prophet. Hazlitt’s concrete associationism, his psycho- 
logical interests and stress on sympathy or “gusto” of the particular real- 
ized as part of a larger process, and his romantic, “organic sensibility” 
lead him to the prophetic and the visionary. In his love of the imagina- 
tion he attempts to understand, without abstract theory or oracular spir- 
itualism, the how and the wherefore of what, after all, had always been a 
“classical” attribute of the poet imitating nature, 


the prophetic soul 
Of the wide world, dreaming on things to come. 
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Literary Explorations 
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THE NEW PHILOSOPHERS’ STONE 
AND THE NEW PIERIAN SPRING 


W. discussed Kant’s concepts 


of the imagination and how he mediates between several traditions. He 
variously presents the imagination as one element in faculty psychology, 
as an empirical power of perception, as a transcendental power able to 
form images of complex ideas, as an aesthetic or artistic force related to 
genius and Geist, and as the “blind power hidden in the depths of the 
soul,” responsible for all synthetic and creative acts of mind. But Kant 
had difficulty in drawing together and reconciling these notions, and so 
did both his followers and detractors. As the 1790s progressed, the idea 
of the imagination reemerged in several shapes. In Kant, all the grains of 
sand were momentarily held together in one giant grasp, but with no 
mortar to secure them, they sifted out again through different fingers. 

Herder represents an intuitive view of the imagination embracing 
myth, prophecy, religious enthusiasm, and the Shaftesburian, neo-Pla- 
tonic idea of man as a Promethean creator. Goethe expresses some of 
these interests, as does Schiller, and Goethe shows a well-rounded liter- 
ary view of the imagination without operating from a narrow critical 
procedure. His vision of the faculty is nimble and multi-sided; he is 
aware of its uses in many fields, especially in art, but is committed to no 
one system and wary of speculation without the addition of personal 
character and experience. 

Fichte represents a more specialized and philosophical approach. He, 
like Reinhold and Maimon, wanted to purify and correct Kant, espe- 
cially the first Critique. For Fichte, the imagination is a key to the act of 
philosophizing, the highest of endeavors. Close to Schiller in the mid 
1790s, Fichte follows the line of Schiller’s Asthetische Erziehung 
(1795) in his own Uber Geist und Buchstab in der Philosophie (1798, 
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written four years earlier), which discusses the imagination as it governs 
aesthetics and the fine arts. When Fichte tries to explain how the self re- 
lates to the external world, he concludes that the imagination is the only 
answer. Schiller sees the imagination more as the heart of an aesthetic 
approach to art and, beyond this, to experience and to the whole of 
human life and conduct, an approach that will fulfill and integrate 
human nature. Taking the same general attitude as Fichte to the effect 
that one must mediate between the formal or ideal impulse of the self 
(geistlich) and the sensuous, real world of nature, Schiller sees this me- 
diation not in philosophically speculative terms but as an act of aesthetic 
perception and creativity. 

The Schlegels and Novalis then took for granted that the imagination 
was of supreme worth: they came to the idea with the philosophical 
groundwork already largely laid, and they were familiar with it. Their 
mission was not so much to define or analyze the imagination as to use 
the idea in remolding the direction of art, in poeticizing the world, and 
in bringing the unifying, ideal powers of imagination to actuality 
through new poetic creations designed to transform dull and sensate life 
into a transcendental, romantic kingdom, and to reform the corrupt 
world into a moral, liberated Eden. Yet their views are not hermetically 
sealed. These writers keenly interested themselves in each other’s work 
and enjoyed, with rewards and frictions, what Johnson had lamented 
was rapidly vanishing from the learned world, a true “community of 
mind.” 


HERDER’S INTUITIVE APPROACH 


As a young man in Konigsberg, Herder attended Kant’s lectures. 
Kant likely introduced him to a principle that remained strong through- 
out Herder’s life, that all things in existence are connected by Law to 
one ground of being. But Kant inclined to an analytic and metaphysical 
exploration of this concept, especially in its relation to human con- 
sciousness, and in 1766, when Herder was twenty-two, Kant published 
his Trdumen eines Geistersehers erlautert durch Trdume der Meta- 
physik, showing the shaky foundations of enthusiastic, spiritual explana- 
tions. Herder, increasingly drawn to studies in anthropology, myth, and 
language, soon found he had stronger affinities with Hamann, now a 
customs official in K6nigsberg. With respect to the idea of the imagina- 
tion, Herder offers several possibilities, but his sympathies are obvious. 

One of Herder’s ideas recapitulates Hamann’s critique of Kant (Me- 
takritik uber den Purismum der reinen Vernunft, 1788) and appears in 
Herder’s own Metakritik zur Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1799). It is 
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dry and skeletal, a simplified outline of Kant’s idea of the imagination as 
expressed in the early and mid 1780s. Herder uses the term Einbil- 
dungskraft and stresses that the imagination receives and creates sense 
impressions and joins the senses to the understanding. His routine 
thinking ignores the idea of imaginative synthesis in the way Kant ex- 
plains it. For Herder, Einbildungskraft has little or no connection with 
the ideal or spiritual world. But these thin comments in the Metakritik 
are not what Herder means by the imagination at all. 

For Herder a second and far more meaningful concept of the imagina- 
tion helps to reveal religion, establish the true cosmology, and purify 
man’s soul, whose creative acts actually are a part of the absolute power 
that creates nature. This creative drive permeating nature and art, pres- 
ent in and joining together God and man, Herder calls by several names 
and phrases: “Kraft Gottes in der Natur,” “Kraft des Lebens und der 
Bildung,” “eine sehr wirksame Kraft, die Bildnerin der Gestalten,” 
“dies Bilderschaffende Vermdgen die Dichtungskraft unsrer Seele, 
Phantasie,” or simply “Trieb” or “Bildungstrieb.” 

Apparently after 1781 Eimbildungskraft had for Herder too close a 
connection with Kant and the first Critigue. The names and phrases 
Herder uses for what can only be called “imagination” represent a uni- 
versal creative force. In Adrastea (1801), Herder gives a clear explana- 
tion of the universal flux and human reflex of this power. Significantly, 
the section in which this appears is entitled “Friuchte aus den soge- 
nannt-goldnen Zeiten des achtzehnten Jahrhunderts,” and he considers 
the discovery and explanation of this imaginative force to be an achieve- 
ment, albeit in the midst of many errors, of the eighteenth century. 

Herder asks the essential question: how do ideas or spirits, or what 
might be called the Word of God, attain material reality? The answer 
lies in a shaping power, which in its simplest, unwilled form in man 
surfaces in dreams and visions. Recalling Tetens’ and Sulzer’s explana- 
tions of the imagination, Herder describes this power in its highest ca- 
pacity: “So this wizardress calls forth not only the forms of things 
buried inside of us as they appeared to us once in the past; she also 
causes forms never seen before to appear; she creates and generates.” As 
far as the divine creative power is concerned, “The Poet imitates this 
divine formative power; or more, he works under its influence with un- 
derstanding and intention.”' Herder repeats the notion, which he may 
have received most directly from Breitinger, whose works he admired, 
that poetry, by imitating den gottlichen Bildungstrieb (the divine crea- 
tive instinct) shapes a new and higher world. 

Bildungstrieb had not previously been seen as a synonym for the 
imagination. Originally a physiological term, it appears in J. F. Blumen- 
bach’s Ueber den Bildungstrieb und das Zeugungsgeschaft (1781) and 
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in his Uber die nattirlichen Verschiedenheiten im Menschenge- 
schlechte (published in 1798 in Leipzig, about the time Herder was 
writing Adrastea, also published in Leipzig). Kant mentions Bildung- 
strieb in the 1799 edition of the Critique of Judgment. By the late 1790s, 
then, the word had expanded in usage from developmental biology to a 
more general sense of an inner drive by which a living form or entity 
attains the material completeness of the genetic or “spiritual” content 
contained within itself. Schiller uses Bildungstrieb in Die Asthetische 
Erziehung. In letter IX, for example, he says that the impatient creative 
force may try to impose an order on the moral or spiritual world: “Far 
too impetuous to proceed by such unobtrusive means, the divine im- 
pulse to form often hurls itself directly upon present-day reality, and 
upon the life of action, and undertakes to fashion anew the formless ma- 
terial presented by the moral world.” 

A more important use occurs in letter XX VI, where Schiller makes 
Bildungstrieb an indispensable part of the imaginative process of artistic 
imitation. “Der asthetische Kunsttrieb,” the aesthetic drive of art, inevi- 
tably involves Bildungstrieb. As soon as the even wider power of aes- 
thetic appreciation of life, der Spieltrieb, comes into play, it too is fol- 
lowed by the Bildungstrieb, which creates “etwas Selbstandiges,” 
something autonomous, like Herder’s “neue Welt” fashioned by the 
imitative, formative drive. Schiller thus makes it impossible to separate 
art and an aesthetic life in general from the concept of Bildungstrieb; the 
Spieltrieb is always accompanied by the imitative Bildungstrieb, and in 
this sense the two may be considered as one whole power: “And as soon 
as the play-drive begins to stir, with its pleasure in semblance, it will be 
followed by the shaping spirit of imitation, which treats semblance as 
something autonomous.’ 

Schiller’s, and possibly Schelling’s and Herder’s, use of the term Bil- 
dungstrieb reinforced Coleridge’s interest in both the word and the 
concept, an interest that could have begun as early as 1799, when 
Coleridge attended Blumenbach’s lectures at Gottingen. Blumenbach’s 
Institutiones physiologicae, which mentions the concept, was used as a 
text in the course of lectures; and Coleridge annotated Blumenbach’s 
Uber die natiirlichen Verschiedenheiten. Coleridge’s own tentative ex- 
planation of Bildungstrieb is “Imagination=imitation or repetition of an 
Image,” a definition that also uses “repetition” in a sense similar to the 
“repetition” in his remarks on the primary imagination.’ 

The poet, according to Herder, imitates God’s creative power; “oder 
vielmehr, er wirkt unter ibm mit Verstand und Absicht.” The creative 
power of God is itself in and works through the poet; it is actually mag- 
nified and nuanced by the poet’s understanding and intention. In a short 
essay of 1787 , “Uber Bild, Dichtung, und Fabel,” Herder explains this 
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process: “Divine nature has painted images for us on a huge, illuminated 
canvas; from it we seize these images and paint them in our souls with a 
brush finer than one made from rays of light.”* 

His explanation is typically metaphorical. It shuns the metaphysical 
and avoids abstract aesthetic theory. But when Herder’s comments on 
the imaginative power are combined with his faith in myths of creation 
and in the truth of religious prophecies, especially the Old Testament, 
his total view, in its pantheism, is a modified form of Spinoza’s or 
Shaftesbury’s thought. To the teaching of Spinoza, which Herder 
helped to popularize but somewhat misrepresented, Herder adds some 
of Leibniz’s monadology and, most importantly, a fervent belief in Jesus 
as the symbolic being in whom meet God, matter, spirit, man, and the 
transforming creativity dwelling in them all. Jesus becomes a “middle 
point,” a “mediating center,” and in this respect Herder resembles 
Blake. 

Herder’s poem Die Schopfung, Ein Morgensang (1773) summarizes 
in lyric form several of his attitudes. He speaks of “Gottes reger 
Kraft/Kraft, durch die er Alles Schafft!” Midway through the poem he 
turns from the Genesis-like story of cosmic and earthly creation to the 
position of man himself. He proclaims that man represents “Was Ge- 
schépf und Schopfer ist,” a sentiment later echoed in Adrastea. Then he 
suddenly rhapsodizes: 


And so I am, I am it, yes, 
What this god-like form appears! 


I—like God! So moves in me 
Creation’s plan. 


Here again the English parallel is Blake. Herder envisions Christ as the 
nexus where all converges: 


The Form of God in Word and Act, 
The form of man in God’s own way, 
Mediator, creator, guardian are 

You in All, Jesus Christ! 


Christ is then addressed not as the Spinozistic one and all (en kai pan) 
but as the one in all, the all in one: 


One in All, All in One, 
You were and are and yet will be, 
You, from whom creation springs, 
You in all God’s forms. 


For Herder, as for Blake, Coleridge, and Schelling, Christ symbolizes 
the creative force in God and in man, the unity of the two. In the last 
line of the poem, Christ is the “Mittelpunkt in Gottes Rub!’ that is, the 
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mediating figure, the central point between nature, God, and man, 
where creative power radiates out to all three from Christ’s one recog- 
nizable and inclusive form. This is not, strictly speaking, pantheism or 
Spinozism; but it is a blending of these with the idea of the imagination 
and the figure of Christ. Herder’s use of Christ as the “Mittelpunkt” 
occurs several times in his works and has an important bearing on the 
idea of the imagination.’ 

Christ is the “Mittel ... und Prototyp der Schépfung.” He is “das 
Schépfungswort Gottes.” In a commentary on the New Testament 
published in 1775, Herder states that Jesus “ist der Mittelpunkt und 
Eckstein des Ganzen, das Mittelglied der Berechnung,” the central 
point and touchstone of all, the mean of reckoning.° Coleridge, as he ap- 
proaches his treatment of the imagination in the Biographia, quotes 
from the hymns of Synesius in which God is implored to descend to 
some middle ground, to some standard, some mean, or some means by 
which to embrace all. Furthermore, Coleridge connects the ideas of the 
imagination with the Logos of the new Testament, especially with St. 
John. Herder’s comments on Christ as the middle point and as the true 
standard and representative of the creative power of God and man in- 
variably come in either the context of the Logos or in commentary on 
the gospel of St. John. Herder’s Aus der unveroffentlichen Schrift: Jo- 
hannes (1773-1774), Ankundigungen Johannes und Jesus (1773), and 
Erlauterung zum Neuen Testament (1775) are just three examples. 
For Herder, Christ is the incarnate center of the imaginative and crea- 
tive power. This is what Blake was saying, almost simultaneously, and 
what Coleridge later envisioned as a general topic of his Magnum Opus. 
These views show why, for many Romantics, salvation and imagination 
became virtual synonyms. 

The imagination as a means or middle ground drawing all to one 
point also has implications outside the Christian context. It was, in fact, 
in the mid 1770s that Tetens observed how associated ideas, while hav- 
ing several points of connection, nevertheless tend to cluster around one 
predominant point, a central middle point. This clustering about one 
point is achieved by the work of the imagination. (“Welches ist nun der 
Punkt, um den herum die Phantasie, als um einen Mittelpunkt wir- 
ket?”) The presence of such a central image or idea around which many 
others group themselves led Tetens to conclude that this point is a vital 
nexus fusing all the ideas associated through it “as one.” (“In dieser 
Hinsicht ist die Verkniipfung der Ideen in der Seele eine durchgangige 
Verbindung singularum cum singulis.”) This thoroughgoing joining or 
fusion of ideas occurs especially in individuals of large and rich imagina- 
tion (“in einer grossen und reichen Einbildungskraft”’). And it is ex- 
actly the presence of a “middlepoint” (Mittelpunkt) that permits the 
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imagination to operate in an intuitive and immediate (unmittelbar) 
fashion.® 

The imagination thus might easily be conceived of as a middle or 
central agency. This may be what Schiller has in mind when he refers to 
a synthetic Mittelkraft joining man’s ideal and sensuous natures into 
one.’ Furthermore, the imagination as a “middle” makes it the perfect 
union of polar opposites, a concept that fascinated Bruno, Hamann, 
Coleridge, and Schelling. Schelling’s “Indifferenzpunkt,” the one point 
mid-way between two poles or forces, as in a magnet, thus becomes 
connected with the imagination. And when Coleridge says in the Bio- 
graphia and elsewhere that the imagination reconciles opposites and 
smooths away contradictions, he is reiterating a quality of the imagina- 
tion discussed for well over thirty years. The concept is in Schelling, 
Kant, Schiller, Hamann, and Herder; and its general basis, though not 
the specific connection with the idea of the imagination, can be traced to 
Plato. Coleridge says the poet’s imagination “reveals itself in the balance 
or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities.” Even Longinus, in 
his treatise On the Sublime, praised Sappho because ‘“‘at one and the 
same time she calls up soul—and body, ears, tongue, eyes, and color... 
uniting opposites, she freezes while she burns, is both out of her senses 
and in her right mind.” Fichte, in his deduction of the general meaning 
of Geist in Uber Geist und Buchstab in der Philosophie, asks where is 
this elusive unity of the middle that unites art, the artist, his subject, and 
the audience in one: “Where does the incomprehensible connection of 
this mediator with [its] goal lie, and by what art has it divined what it 
could not possibly find through any conscious reflection?” The answer 
is that this reconciliatory unity rests in a cetain Geist, which Fichte 
equates with Einbildungskraft. In Uber Geist und Buchstab he par- 
tially explains Geist in the appreciation of inspirational art, where “‘our 
imagination creates from itself in a way like the artist’s.”'° 

When we talk about the imagination as a middle point, we are inevita- 
bly speaking of it as a point of unity, what Fichte calls the “Vereini- 
gungspunkt.” This unity and reconciliation becomes essential to Schel- 
ling and Coleridge; in Herder we sense it, though in a less encompassing 
manner. Perhaps influenced by Tetens’ Versuche (1776), Herder in 
1778 presented his Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der Menschlichen 
Seele, wherein he attempts to explain imagination in a psychological- 
physiological fashion, and relies in part on a theory of nerve impulses 
and reactions. But what is more important, as early as 1778 he suggests, 
as a result of his interest in language and its origins, that Einbil- 
dungskraft means the general power to shape into one, to form a unity. 
This is twenty-five years before Schelling’s statement of the same idea 
in a more general application. (Also, this is three years before Kant’s 
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first Critique would spoil the word Einbildungskraft for Herder.) 
Herder discusses not the “polar opposites” of a philosophical system but 
the mother’s effect, or humanity’s effect, on a child, which is an imagina- 
tive effect in the sense not of being imaginary but of tending to produce 
a unified result from all constituent relations between the self and the 
outside world that occur as early as the womb. The human being even 
in infancy begins to sense life as a totality, a unity of consciousness: 


But now, since by all our experiences we are each full of impulse and life, 
and since our respective lives are, in such a wonderful way, one unity in 
us each [ein Eins in uns sind], one human soul, which all mechanical 
connections and limbs willingly serve; and that even this coalescing, soul- 
bestowed unity in us is called an image [ Einbildung] if we take that word 
in its true extent, what is absurd in the thought that this world of the soul 
in the midst of which, as it were, the child is suspended—this whole psy- 
che of humanity that holds the child in its arms—participates with him in 
each impression and with each of his impulses?! 


This idea recurs in the 1805 Prelude (II, 232-265) in which Words- 
worth speaks of the mother’s care of the infant as life’s first touch of love 
and imagination. 

A similar sentiment of unity, but carried to the highest reaches of art 
and human achievement, occurs in Schiller’s Die Kiinstler. Here the 
power of art unifies all sensibility and intelligence “in one magic bond,” 
“in one bond of truth, in one stream of light.” As in Herder, the final 
role of “die schéne Bildkraft,” as Schiller calls it, is to bring life into 
unity, which anticipates not only Schelling but Coleridge’s “esemplas- 
tic,”—to shape into one—and his remark that the poetic imagination 
struggles to idealize and to unify. There is a parallel, too, between 
Herder and Schiller’s progression from a human awareness of divine 
creation to “eime zweite hdhre Kunst” of the poet and Coleridge’s 
progression from the primary to the secondary level of the imagination. 

Herder’s network of ideas concerning the imagination combines reli- 
gion, myth, and poetry with a dash of psychology. He uses a wealth of 
terms and phrases to identify the imaginative power in its various 
guises, and this multiplicity of views would soon form part of what 
thinkers immediately after him wanted to establish by one term and by 
one systematic outlook, if that were possible without violating the truth 
of constituent parts. Referring to Herder’s view of history, Isaiah Berlin 
pays significant tribute to his perception 

that the task of integrating disparate data and interpretations of events, 

movements, situations, and synthesizing such heterogeneous material into 

a coherent picture, demands gifts very different from those required for 

rational methods of investigation or formulation and verification of spe- 


cific hypotheses: above all, the gift of breathing life into the dead bones in 
the burial ground of the past, of a creative imagination.” 
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That Herder could perceive the necessity of “a creative imagination” for 
all his tasks, including historical research, stemmed not from an auto- 
matic exercise of such imagination but from his discovery of the very 
nature and working importance of that creative imagination, which he 
could then turn to any endeavor. 


FICHTE AND SUBJECTIVE IDEALISM 


Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), born into a Saxon farming fam- 
ily, made his own way when young and first achieved prominence by 
applying Kant’s philosophy to religious questions. Kant had not yet 
made this connection in an orderly fashion, and when Fichte’s Versuch 
einer Kritik aller Offenbarung appeared anonymously, many attrib- 
uted it to Kant himself. By the early 1790s Fichte, as only a contempo- 
rary disciple can do, was bending the still-hot bar of Kant’s doctrine into 
a new curve. A generation later the bar might be stronger but, in that 
odd tempering process of intellectual history, it would have cooled 
enough to resist hammering or recasting. 

Fichte snatches the idea of the imagination from Kant and increases 
its importance. He also tries to unify the many ideas of the imagination 
in Kant, but falls short. The essential problem in Fichte’s system is the 
nature of the border or point of intersection between the self, called the 
Ich, and an external reality, which Fichte defines in terms of the self, his 
starting point, and calls the Nicht-Ich. Fichte concludes that only the 
imagination can act as negotiator between the self and the outside world. 
But his stance leaves him open to misunderstanding. He is to the tran- 
scendentalists, in a way, what Berkeley is to the empiricists. Everything 
seems to be defined only in terms of the self, which suggests a thorough- 
going, self-indulgent subjectivism. Coleridge satirizes Fichte in the Bio- 
graphia and attacks the “crude egoismus” into which Fichte descends. 
But in letters and notebooks Coleridge states, “my faith remains with 
Fichte,” who is described as creeping toward the very altar of the god- 
head and as even having got his trembling hands upon the horns of it! 

The fact is that in Fichte’s system the Nicht-Ich is an ungrounded 
postulate of the Jch, something hard for anyone with a mainly empirical 
sense to accept, whereas the Ich itself belongs to a larger being, an abso- 
lute Ich. There is no cult of personality, no laissez-faire capitalism or 
Hobbsean morality, all of which Fichte has been accused of propagat- 
ing. As in the case of Coleridge, religion seems to be at the bottom of 
everything. Fichte was remarkable for memorizing sermons as a boy. 
He wrote extensively on the moral life and is frequently considered one 
of Germany’s first socialist writers. 
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Fichte conceded nothing to the empiricists or, as he called them, “die 
Dogmatiker.” Even the Ding-an-Sich was anathema to him. He consid- 
ered it a concession to the outside world, a usurpation of the power of 
the Ich. Transcendentalists who believed in it were “transzendentale 
Dogmatiker.” But Fichte at first followed Kant concerning the activity 
of the imagination. Both the synthesis of pure forms as well as the syn- 
thesis of sensuous experience take place in the imagination, which is 
thus connected to both reason and the senses and brings them together 
in the understanding. Fichte echoes Kant, quoting him in several places 
without reference, and identifies Einbildungskraft as “ein Kraft, der 
wir uns selten, oder nie bewust werden,”'’ a power we are seldom if ever 
conscious of. In the Transscendentale Elementarlehre (1790-1791), the 
imagination acts as a nexus between the senses and pure forms, which 
later becomes one basis for Schiller’s Spieltrieb. 

But by the middle and late 1790s Fichte concentrates more on the 
ideal side. In the Versuch einer neuen Darstellung der Wissenschafts- 
lehre (1797-1798), an important supplement to the Grundlage der ge- 
sammten Wissenschaftslehre (1794-1795), Fichte amputates any ves- 
tige of objective reality outside the self, at least as far as that reality is 
believed to have its own characteristics instead of being determined by 
the Ich. “Das Princip des Dogmattkers, das Ding an sich, ist nichts, und 
hat... keine Realitat.” He dismisses anything that is not a product of 
the imagination, and in doing so, he turns the psychological basis of 
the critical philosophy into the imagination alone, de-emphasizing the 
stature of pure reason and of the psychic unity of faculties. Every 
thing is determined by imagination, which synthesizes and unifies all 
relationships perceived in time and space: “the thing is none other 
than all these relationships gathered together by the imagination, 
and all these relationships taken together with one another are the 
thing.”'* 

Fichte cannot “prove” this in the same way as “proving” the existence 
of a transcendental number like 7. He maintains that his system has no 
other weapons to combat the dogmatists than faith and self-assurance. 
This assurance balances on the imagination, for imagination alone cre- 
ates reality and is the working power behind the Ich. In the Grundlage 
der gesammten Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte stresses, “Es wird demnach 
hier gelebrt, dass alle Realitadt ... bloss durch die Einbildungskraft her- 
vorgebracht werde.” This must be accepted as the exclusive ground- 
work of all transcendental philosophy worthy of the name. By the same 
token the Ich in all its activity, its consciousness, and its life stands or 
falls as the imagination acts between the self and the world: “the possi- 
bility of our consciousness, of our life, of our being for ourselves, that is, 
of our being as individuals [als Ich], is based on that activity of the 
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imagination.” In a note of 1795 (“Erkldrung: Ich sehe mich 
genothigt”), Fichte says that these truths about the absolute shaping 
power of the imagination appear in the spirit and direction of Leibniz’s 
philosophy and are unmistakably contained in Kant’s. Fichte feels he is 
completing a journey, one started a century before, toward the true 
value of the imagination. 


“ICH UND NICHT-ICH ZU VEREINIGEN” 


Having described imagination as the creatrix of consciousness itself 
(‘Schépferin des Bewusstseyns selbst”), Fichte sets forth on a more dif- 
ficult task, to unify the opposites inherent in the confrontation between 
the self and the world. These opposites or ‘“‘contradictions” may consist 
of a sense of finite self versus an endless world of experience, or the fric- 
tion of an ideal or general moral law as it faces a tricky personal situa- 
tion, or the form that the mind tries to impress on an intractable tableau 
of changing words and perishable matter: ““The problem is to unify the 
opposing Ich and Nicht-Ich. It is through the imagination, that unifies 
the contradictory, that they can be most perfectly united.” 

The union of the two opposites that occurs through the imagination 
happens exclusively within the Ich itself. This is not only because the 
Nicht-Ich is a postulate of the Ich but also because everything must be 
brought back to the understanding and to the reflection of the self if it is 
to have any effect on practical life. Fichte stresses that the Nicht-Ich is a 
necessary postulate of the Ich, because the idea of opposition and strug- 
gle is necessary to life. Otherwise there would be no creation and no 
death, only an eternal presence that is divine and boring. As Goethe says 
in Faust, error was created to keep the angels awake. 

Fichte describes the action of the imagination when it binds and 
unites the self with the outside world, the subjective with the objective, 
as a “hovering” or “oscillating,” “Schweben der Einbildungskraft.” In 
other words, the imagination becomes the catalyst in a dialectic process. 
It permits the thesis of the Ich and the antithesis of the Nicht-Ich to fuse 
in synthetic unity. This concept comes from Kant, but Fichte outlines it 
more clearly. In altered modes and applications this dialectic process, 
which in Fichte is instigated and governed by the imagination, becomes 
central in Schelling and Hegel. Schelling turns the dialectic to his Phi- 
losophie der Kunst, and Hegel applies it to history. Yet looking at Kant 
and Fichte, we see that the intellectual power and first birth of the mod- 
ern dialectic springs from interest in the imagination."’ 
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IMAGINATION AS MAN’S HIGHEST SPIRIT 


Fichte, in an audacious move, equates man’s spirit with his imagina- 
tion, “Geist” with “Einbildungskraft.” Almost simultaneously Kant 
was suggesting connections between genius, spirit, and the creative 
imagination, but Fichte moves the pawns out more quickly and gets his 
big pieces onto the board. Having distinguished between the ordering 
and rearranging power of the reproductive as opposed to the creative 
work of the productive imagination, Fichte identifies the searching spirit 
of man, through which all great accomplishments emerge, with the 
creative imagination. “Geist uberhaupt ist das, was man sonst auch 
produktive Einbildungskraft nennt.” He uses productiv and shaffend 
synonymously as they modify Einbildungskraft; “spirit” is, generally, 
what we also call productive or creative imagination. 

By presenting new images and concepts that do not normally punctu- 
ate experience, the imagination, or spirit, elevates all human endeavor. It 
facilitates true progress—not material or technological advances, though 
these may be by-products of the spirit, but novel patterns of looking at 
and investigating the cosmos and man’s position in it: “This power of 
imagination ... insofar as it raises into consciousness higher images, 
ones not forthcoming in the course of usual experience, is called spirit. 
Without spirit the elements of philosophy are not even possible.” 

Fichte thus turns his discovery into a way of looking at the well- 
springs of philosophy, at what Coleridge and earlier Gerard called the 
“philosophical imagination.” All philosophy relies on the creative imagi- 
nation. This is a stunning conclusion because it means that the fine arts 
and philosophy are grounded on precisely the same faculty. This reali- 
zation would set Schelling on a course to reveal the inherent relation- 
ships between philosophy and artistic genius. 

On the whole, however, Fichte’s interest in art finishes second-place 
to his enthusiasm for philosophy. All ideas, images, representations, 
mental constructs, and schema that we do not encounter in experience 
through our senses, and, more important, the transcendental philosophy 
itself are products of the creative imagination. Just as all truths, includ- 
ing the inner spirit of transcendentalism, are formulated by the creative 
imagination alone, so they can be fully grasped by it alone: 


This, then, is the work of the creative imagination ... On this faculty 
depends whether we philosophize with or without spirit ... because the 
fundamental ideas [of any approach to or system of knowledge] in one 
who studies them must be presented by the creative imagination itself. . . 
The whole operation of the human spirit proceeds from the imagination, 
but an imagination that can be grasped no other way than through imagi- 
nation. 
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It was this proposition of Fichte’s, rather than the Ich, that attracted 
Coleridge and Schelling. Although both in their own ways were “fol- 
lowers” of Fichte, they preferred a subjective view that rested directly 
on God, on a divine and absolulte Ich, a view more easily fused with a 
sense of the external world not as a postulate of the self but as God’s 
creation. In one light, it is just a matter of emphasis, though one that 
could be important. Fichte’s subjectivism, while recognizing an absolute 
Ich, centers about the self; and while in the end Coleridge and Schelling 
are “subjectivists” too, their belief more directly embraces the primacy 
of one creating intellect, an archetypal subjectivity, an absolute, a per- 
sonal God. 

In Fichte, however, no concept, not even the Ich itself, is at the mercy 
of the imagination. Nothing comes about, no matter how the imagina- 
tion operates, unless there is action: the self must act. This action is dif- 
ferent from either empirical sense or ideal realizations. Action is a spe- 
cial property of the self, connected with the struggle of human freedom. 

Moreover, imagination cannot supply what Fichte calls Gefihl, 
namely sensation, feeling, sensibility, or passion. The imagination is 
thus a means, an agency, a conductor of the self, a shaper of the raw ma- 
terial of experience, and an instigator of new ways of looking at life. But 
the imagination, just as it is not the beginning of the self, is not the end. 
It is a means to an end, which Herder called “das Mittel.” Fichte ex- 
plains, “Die schaffende Einbildungskraft bildet nur insofern, in wie- 
fern im Ich Geftihl vorhanden ist,” the creative imagination shapes 
only insofar, and as far, as the self is suffused with passion. The imagina- 
tion is a means of using and elevating the feeling within the self to a new 
state. The creative imagination is thus “das Vermdgen Geftihle zum 
Bewusstseyn zu erheben,”® the power to raise passions into conscious- 
ness. 


ARTIST’S FANCY AND PHILOSOPHER’S IMAGINATION 


Fichte deals with the imagination as a means to a higher aesthetic life 
and artistic productivity, even though his tone is not as affirmative or as 
adventuresome as that of some of his German contemporaries. For one 
thing, Fichte, in speaking of art and the artist’s imagination, almost in- 
variably uses the word “fancy” (Phantasie), indicating a wild and often 
unconscious miscarriage of the more philosophic “imagination” (Ein- 
bildungskraft). Fancy is in the artist’s realm because it is empirically 
oriented and deals with the concrete. By the same token, empirical phi- 
losophy, which includes Kant’s Ding-an-Sich, is “das abentheuerlichste 
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Misgeburt, welche je von der menschlichen Phantasie erzeugt worden,’ 
a reckless miscarriage fashioned from man’s fancy. This statement 
comes from perhaps the best introduction to Fichte’s system, the Intro- 
duction to the Versuch einer neuen Darstellung der Wissenschaftslebre 
(1797-1798).7! 

Elsewhere Fichte identifies fancy as a purely associative power exem- 
plified by the way we connect the hum of a bee with the flower into 
which it flies, even though we may never see the two together. Fancy, 
working on an empirical level, impresses itself on the artist and makes 
the artwork an involuntary production. Fancy is also less regulated than 
imagination. Whatever enters the mind by suggestion, fancy can fabri- 
cate into a seeming reality. There are few controls to shape its power. 
“Es ist der Phantasie Wohl méglich, so etwas als denkbar zu denken,” it 
is entirely possible to the fancy thus to think of anything as conceiv- 
able.” 

Finally, however, Fichte sees in the poet or artist something more 
than philosophic or aesthetic power. An individual may have the poten- 
tial to become an aesthetic philosopher, but as soon as he becomes that 
alone, the nature of poetry is somehow closed to him: “He who is a poet 
may also be an aesthetician; but the poet is never an aesthetician 
[alone], or else he is not a poet at all.””? 

Fichte never identifies “spirit” with fancy in the way that he does 
with imagination. But there is another exception to his seeming preju- 
dice against art at the expense of philosophy, his Uber Geist und 
Buchstab in der Philosophie (1798), three letters similar in content to 
Schiller’s Asthetische Erziehung (1795). Fichte here includes imagina- 
tive art, the highest “spiritual” quality in art, within that sphere occu- 
pied by the highest philosophy. This view is an exception to his general 
stress on speculative philosophy, but it shows his awareness of impor- 
tant issues concerning art and the imagination. Fichte himself translated 
sonnets from the Portugese and Spanish; he also wrote a novella, Das 
Thal der Liebenden. Uber Geist und Buchstab in der Philosophie, 
which never proceeds to a discussion of philosophy and dwells for the 
most part on literature, may have been an attempt to ingratiate himself 
with Goethe.”* 

At any rate, Fichte finds that imaginative art joins the sensuous world 
to aesthetic form. Through our imaginative spirit we attain a creative 
faculty (“dieses freie Schépfungsvermdgen”’), which enables us to see 
human life itself as an artistic product of the imagination: “Der Mensch 
ist ein seltsam Kunstproduct.” Fichte, however, sees the highest spirit of 
art emerging from the philosophically ideal and transcendental. The ar- 
tistic imagination is not, as in Schiller and Schelling, a unity of ideal and 
real but, true to Fichte’s general tendencies, an ideal, almost abstract 
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force that impresses itself on the artistic medium and even on the mind 
of the individual artist. 


SCHILLER: SPIELTRIEB AS AESTHETIC IMAGINATION 


Schiller’s aesthetics mediates between the enthusiasms of Herder and 
the theoretical background supplied by Kant and Fichte. Born in 1759, 
the year in which Rasselas and Candide appeared, but later influenced 
by Baumgarten, Lessing, Mendelssohn, Winckelmann and more directly 
by Rousseau, Goethe, and Kant, Schiller offers his view of the imagina- 
tion most explicitly in Die Asthetische Erziehung (1795) and to some 
degree, as we have seen, in his poem Die Kunstler (1789). Schiller felt 
the tug of both poetry and philosophy, and from the two he tried to 
breed a vigorous cross, combining artistry with speculative and moral 
thought. By placing the aesthetic imagination at the top of man’s facul- 
ties, Schiller paved the way for Schelling who, though traveling by a 
different route and trying to include more in his system, would reach 
the same conclusion about the supreme importance of aesthetic educa- 
tion. Die Asthetische Erziehung is really a study of the education of 
man’s imagination. 

In the Aesthetic Education, Spieltrieb is usually translated as “play- 
drive,” a unique term which has since been made more popular (though 
somewhat trivializing and distorting Schiller) in the phrase ‘“‘art as 
play.” While Schiller uses Einbildungskraft, Kunsttrieb, Phantasie, and 
Imagination elsewhere, his idea of Spieltrieb parallels the idea of imagi- 
nation in other major figures. Spieltrieb can be taken to stand for the 
imagination when it operates in an aesthetic context that includes not 
only art but perception and the conduct of life. One reason Schiller em- 
ploys Spieltrieb and places less emphasis on more traditional terms is 
that, like Herder, he was deterred by the use of Einbildungskraft in 
Kant, Fichte, and Maimon. In the 1780s and 1790s these thinkers often 
used Einbildungskraft i in a strictly philosophical and purely speculative 
sense.”> Like Herder, Schiller turns to Bildungstrieb as the “imitative 
and shaping power” of art habitually associated in British thought with 
“imagination.” 

Spieltrieb unifies two other drives or principles found in the psyche as 
it confronts the world, both of which correspond to the two poles be- 
tween which the imagination mediates in Kant, Coleridge, Fichte, 
Schelling, Herder, and at moments in Keats. The first principle or drive 
is that of the real world, the condition of matter and the senses, which is 
outside the self. Schiller describes this pole first as “Zustand,” roughly 
equivalent to Fichte’s Nicht-Ich. This pole represents the empirical and 
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the “objective,” which Schiller also refers to as the “external.” The 
mind associates sensuous forms in a “Phantasiespiel,” a play of fancy 
similar to the association of ideas, where “idea” means a sensuous object, 
image, or memory. For Schiller, human receptivity to this principle is 
based on the senses and is fundamentally passive. “The first of these 
drives, which I call the sensuous,” is also referred to as “Stofftrieb,” the 
apprehension of matter and substance. 

The human psyche has another basic drive or principle: ““The second 
drive, which one calls the formal.” This Formtrieb represents the activ- 
ity of the self in a realm of ideas and forms, mental or transcendental ex- 
ercises. The Formtrieb is identified with what Schiller, like Fichte, calls 
the “Ich.” For Schiller, just as the sense drive is anchored in the senses, 
the drive for form and ideas is attached to reason, more in its Platonic 
implications than in its logical and deductive sense. The Formtrieb is an 
active principle. It is subjective, “geistlich” and “innerlich.” Thus, the 
two drives that Schiller posits correspond to essential divisions made by 
Kant, Fichte, Jacobi, Coleridge, and Schelling, which they, like Schiller, 
announce (often at the beginning of important works or at a crucial 
place in them) as a prelude to a “deduction” of the imagination. 

In Schiller the Spieltrieb is the mediating and unifying drive, the 
“tertium aliquid” that creates final harmony. The Spieltrieb unites the 
permanence and self-sustaining identities of the ideal world with the in- 
dividual process and flux of material existence: ““That drive, therefore, in 
which both the others work in concert ... the play-drive, therefore, 
would be directed toward annulling time within time, reconciling be- 
coming with absolute being and change with identity.””° The Spieltrieb 
brings sense impressions, feelings, and passions (Geftéhle) into har- 
mony with the ideas of reason. In its total capacity it effectually serves 
the same kind of purpose as Einbildungskraft does in Kant, Schelling, 
Fichte, and Goethe, or as “imagination” does in Coleridge. 

Although the Spieltrieb unites the two basic drives or circumstances 
of existence into a single play of aesthetic appreciation and creativity, it 
is a mistake to translate Spieltrieb simply as “imagination.” Spieltrieb or 
aesthetic imagination should not be equated with the more general sense 
of imagination or Einbildungskraft, unmodified by any reference to art 
or aesthetics, also found in Schiller. In effect, as with Tetens, Sulzer, 
Kant, and Schelling, Schiller posits different levels of imaginative 
power. Spieltrieb is his highest level of the imagination. In this sense, as 
an aesthetic unity of the psyche that produces a whole view of the 
world, it foreshadows Schelling’s “asthetische Anschauung,” an aes- 
thetic intuition that brings “the whole man” into harmony with nature. 
Art is a result of this aesthetic outlook, an inevitable and glorious by- 
product, but the Spieltrieb should not be identified with the productive 
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power of art alone. The Spieltrieb first creates a broader world-view, 
saturating the way in which we experience and act. And it is this aes- 
thetic world-view that in turn fosters imaginative art. In short, the 
Spieltrieb is the imagination understood in its full aesthetic life, which 
initiates the artistic impulse (see diagram).”’ 

In letter XI, Schiller notes, “Der Gegenstand des Spieltriebes, in 
einem allgemeinen Schema vorgestellt, wird also lebende Gestalt heissen 
kénnen.” This sense of living, active form is similar to Coleridge’s 
forma informans and anticipates Herder’s statement in Adrastea 
(1801) that, “In unserer Seele ... schlaft unter andern Eine sebr 
Wirksame Kraft, die Bildnerin der Gestalten.” This power to form and 
shape is Herder’s Bildungstrieb. Like Schiller’s Spieltrieb, its duty is to 
shape experience and the various powers of the psyche into a unity 
(“ein Eins zu finden und sich auszubilden aus Vielem.”) Just as 
Schiller claims that only when man plays is he truly human, so Herder 
notes that this production of living forms is what fulfills man: “Und in 
dieser Gestaltenbildung, wenn sie guter Art ist, sind Menschen so froh 
und selig!””® 

At a crucial juncture in letter XV, Schiller explains the main reason 
for his new terminology of Spieltrieb: ““This term is fully justified by 
linguistic usage, which is wont to designate as ‘play’ everything which is 
neither subjectively not objectively contingent, and yet imposes no kind 
of restraint either from within or from without.” 

In effect the Spieltrieb unifies the subjective and the objective, the 
inner and the outer, until neither can be said to exist in its own right. 
This is the same unification of opposites we have witnessed in many 
other writers, often performed under the name of “imagination” or Ein- 
bildungskraft, or occasionally under one of the Dicht- terms. 

Schiller tried to clarify the scene with yet another term (Benennung) 
despite the fact that so many terms as to be confusing were already at 
hand. For one reason, Kant and Fichte had recently given Einbil- 
dungskraft and Phantasie connotations with a philosophical outlook 
that seemed to choke feeling, the arts, and any psychic unity other than 
a theoretical one. Schiller wanted an aesthetic term, or one easily tai- 
lored to an aesthetic use. But the Dicht- terms were too specific in their 
reference to the fine arts, especially poetry. Although Tetens, following 
Gerard, had originally conceived of Dichtungskraft as a psychological 
term explaining the quality of genius and creativity in general, in the 
twenty years since Tetens that term and its cognates had acquired a fla- 
vor that was too dependent on literary criticism alone. Schiller wanted a 
term that implied a way to look at the world, a way to act and to experi- 
ence as well as to create art. 

The word Spiel already had good connotations, some of which al- 
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ways included the idea of the imagination. For one thing, Spie/ implied 
real activity and process, a moving and a mingling that was missing from 
Fichte’s more limited and static-sounding “Schweben der Einbil- 
dungskraft.” Spiel suggested active friction and the interplay required 
for a final harmony, as in Schelling’s “Wechselspiel”). In the Critique 
of Judgment Kant had spoken of the “free play of the imagination,” a 
common phrase which he employed in the context of aesthetic judg- 
ment. Goethe would in 1827 say of the Elizabethan stage, “Die Einbil- 
dungskraft hat freies Spiel,” and he would remark on “ein freies Wal- 
ten der Einbildungskraft.” But there are also significant uses of Spiel 
before Schiller’s. In Laokoon (1766), Lessing explains that the moment 
the artist selects to depict or to imitate must be when the situation is 
somewhat developed, but not completely; room must be left for sugges- 
tion: 

Now that only is fruitful which allows free play to the imagination [was 

der Einbildungskraft freyes Spiel lasst] ... But no moment is so disad- 

vantageous in this respect as the culmination of a course of action. There 

is nothing beyond, and to present the uttermost to the eye means to bind 


the wings of fancy and force her . . . to employ herself with feeble images, 
turning from the given fullness already expressed as her limit. 


Here the “free play of imagination” captures a ripe moment when the 
tension and process between sensuous tumult and final form are most 
evident. In that moment there is a mediation between the material real- 
ity and its ideal shaping spirit; neither dominates, and we see their in- 
terplay most clearly. 

Wieland also used play and imagination, the bridge between spirit 
and matter, to depict the broadest activities of life and art. In his Etwas 
von den dlteseten Zeitkuirzungs-Spiele (1785), he claims: 


Man is then only healthy in body and soul, fresh, brisk, and powerful, 
feels himself happy in the enjoyment of his being, only when all of his 
concerns, spiritual and bodily, are caught up in play. The most beautiful 
arts... are play... Take away from life whatever is the servant of iron- 
handed necessity and what is all that is left over but play? Children play 
with nature, poets with their imagination.”® 


The play of the imaginative act, moreover, seems to be a natural, even a 
universal concept. It was not restricted to eighteenth-century Germany. 
In the Advancement of Learning, Bacon remarks that “‘as for poesy it is 
rather a pleasure or play of imagination, than a work or duty thereof.” 
Bacon uses “poesy” to imply creative and aesthetic acts of the mind in 
general, a usage echoed in Coleridge’s “On Poesy or Art.” 

Spieltrieb was a natural choice for Schiller. It had a favorable history, 
the kind he wanted, positive and broadly aesthetic. The Trieb added a 
sense of innate urgency, similar to Aristotle’s observation in the Poetics 
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that human beings have basic drives or instincts for imitation and for 
harmony. Spieltrieb escaped the more purely psychological and philo- 
sophical usages of Einbildungskraft in something like Maass’s Versuch 
tiber die Einbildungskraft. Yet Schiller could now enrich his ideas by 
employing Einbildungskraft and Phantasie in addition to Spieltrieb. 
With Spieltrieb, Schiller makes a frontal assault on the whole question 
of imagination and aesthetic life, implying perception of nature, action, 
moral ideas, ideal forms, and imitative art. Also there was the pleasant 
rhetorical shock produced by saying that play, not reason, duty, or reli- 
gion, was the highest fulfillment of humanity. 


OTHER TERMS 


Taking Spieltrieb as the aesthetic and the highest level of imagination, 
Schiller, along with Tetens, Platner, Kant, and Schelling, sees one or 
two additional levels. For these lower levels he uses Einbildungskraft, 
Phantasie, Phantasiespiel, and Imagination. These terms refer to the 
activities of the imagination in general—to perception, the association of 
ideas or Ideenfolge, and the enthusiasm for purely ideal creations—that 
are more or less enclosed within either the senses or the form drive, and 
which are therefore “incomplete” and below the totality of the Spiel- 
trieb. One way to interpret the additional terms is that Einbildungskraft 
usually stands for a general, not a final unifying play of imagination, 
while Phantasiespiel refers more to fancy or the association of empirical, 
sensuous images without the actual creation of new ones: 


Like the bodily organs in man, his imagination, too, has its free movement 
and its material play, an activity in which, without any reference to form, 
it simply delights in its own absolute and unfettered power. Inasmuch as 
form does not yet enter this fantasy play at all, its whole charm residing in 
a free association of images, such play—although the prerogative of man 
alone—belongs merely to his animal life, and simply affords evidence of 
his liberation from all external physical compulsion, without as yet war- 
ranting the inference that there is any autonomous shaping power within 
him. From this play of freely associated ideas, which is still of a wholly 
material kind, and to be explained by purely natural laws, the imagina- 
tion, in its attempt at a free form, finally makes the leap to aesthetic play. 
A leap it must be called, since a completely new power now goes into ac- 
tion; for here, for the first time, the mind takes a hand as lawgiver in the 
operations of blind instinct, subjects the arbitrary activity of the imagina- 
tion to its own immutable and eternal unity, introduces its own autonomy 
into the transient, and its own infinity into the life of sense. 


The unification of material fancies and ideal imaginings into a new aes- 
thetic whole—the “leap” required for this—is, as Schiller explains, a 
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process that demands blending, balancing, and cultivation. It is an edu- 
cation in itself, nothing less than the whole education of the human 
imagination, which is the real subject of Schiller’s book, and the imagi- 
nation is an obstreperous power, always derailing and heading off into 
either fantastical or imaginary vagaries. 

The Spieltrieb (or Einbildungskraft understood in an aesthetic, ar- 
tistic sense) serves to unify the imaginative life in general. Schiller’s 
plan for the cultivation of the imagination may be seen as an attempt to 
solve, once and for all, the nemesis of Cartesian duality. One of the main 
reasons that the idea of the imagination hypnotized thinkers and critics 
who had any philosophical background is that it promised to heal the 
troubling dualism. The imagination becomes the psychological and aes- 
thetic realization of a pre-established harmony. Or the harmony does 
not even have to be pre-established; the imagination may create and es- 
tablish its own. 

Whichever the case, the cultivated and unifying imagination leads us 
to imitate nature. But the beauty of the fine arts is just one product of 
the Spieltrieb. However grandiose it sounds, the fullest object of the 
Spieltrieb, of the educated imagination, is an aesthetically beautiful and 
artistically enriched life. Now in this kind of life, art is not only an imi- 
tation of nature but also an imitation of the larger aesthetic and moral 
state of the human psyche as it confronts nature. Thus the highest art 
involves a transformation of nature and a transformation of the self in 
living, and the work of art symbolizes this new life. Schiller stresses this 
point in his essay On the Sublime. 

The beautiful in art, the Schéner Schein, is the ideal as it is cast in the 
garment of the real. It is not to be mistaken for reality itself but is a call- 
ing on reality to attain a higher state. Schiller’s message is similar to 
Shelley’s in the Defence. Art for Schiller, as it becomes for Schelling, is 
the highest zangible expression of aesthetic life. Just as Blake insists that 
“the Poetic Genius is the true Man,” Schiller argues that “the poet is the 
only true human being.””' Only when man plays is he truly human, 
fulfilling all human potentialities, and only art brings the whole man 
into play. 


In Tetens, Kant, Herder and Fichte, the will works intrinsically with 
the highest level of imagination. This concept appears in English 
thought as well and can be found in Burke, Gerard, and Coleridge, 
especially in his definition of the secondary imagination as “co-existing 
with the conscious will” and in his remark in the Biographia that imagi- 
nation is first set in motion by the will and the understanding and 
should be kept under their “irremissive, though gentle and unnoticed 
controul.” Schiller does not stress the connection between will and 


238 LITERARY EXPLORATIONS 


imagination, but he remarks on the absolute necessity of this bond. Will, 
which for Schiller might be described as the primal life-force or power 
to exist, to adapt, and to act, which is not the same as hard work or con- 
sciously applied “will power,” is the ground of personal being. It is pres- 
ent in every act and human drive. Referring to the sense and form 
drives, Schiller finds that “the will maintains a perfect freedom between 
the two.” He then concludes: “It is, then, the will which acts as a power 
(power being the ground of all reality) vis-a-vis both drives; but neither 
of these can of itself act as a power against the other . .. There is in Man 
no other power than his will.” 

If the Spieltrieb is the sole harmonizer of the two drives, then the 
Spieltrieb, or aesthetic imagination, becomes the only true expression 
and working out of man’s will, the utmost effort of his being and poten- 
tial, This underlying theme in Schiller is found in every significant 
thinker on the imagination. Although separated neither from spontane- 
ity nor from reason, the imagination also emerges as the drama of the 
will struggling to fulfill itself. The imagination generates our sense of 
becoming and elevates us above a naturalistic existence, an elevation that 
reason can not accomplish nearly as well. In On Naive and Sentimental 
Poetry Schiller reveals this idealistic bias: the “fundamental wealth” of 
the poetic imagination resides not in “the sensuous features” but in the 
“mind and idea” of art. 


TRANSCENDENTAL POETICS 


There are two kinds of learned sages, says Blake in his Descriptive 
Catalogue of 1809. One is the philosophic and the other the poetic. By 
1795 in Germany the two had begun actively to fuse. To this combina- 
tion was added a third element. The new sage of the transcendental era 
was also a kind of priest. It was above all the poet himself, not the cleric 
or the philosopher, who could hold all three functions within the unity 
of his soul. Art and the artist expressed the divine best. To be a poet was 
to be sanctified. Wackenroder, the Schlegels, Novalis, Schleiermacher 
and others shared this ideal. The artist, said Schleiermacher, is ‘‘a true 
priest of the Highest” who “presents the heavenly and the eternal.”*” 
The poet was not only to offer his own credo but prophetically to lead 
the nation, the whole of humanity in a new creed, the basis of which 
would be the poet’s imagination. So Novalis stated that “Knowledge is 
only one half” of what we require: “belief is the other.” And although 
he formulated knowledge cryptically as a combination of reason and 
understanding, he considered the object of true belief, the new religion, 
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as a compound of reason and imagination (“Vernunft und Phantasie ist 
Religion.”)® 

What poets and artists actually were writing or producing was just 
one side of the new view of the imaginative creator. Another, perhaps 
more important side was that the poet inwardly possessed a metaphysics 
of art and a religious depth of insight that was the supreme, though 
sometimes unspoken, poem of a higher life. Mankind was making a con- 
scious evolutionary step in the life of the spirit; the very name that Fried- 
rich von Hardenberg chose for himself, Novalis, implied this evolution. 
In Gesprach tiber die Poesie, Friedrich Schlegel envisioned, as others 
did, a new mythology to carry out this program of the new poet. 
In 1798 Schlegel wrote Novalis that he hoped to follow Mohammed and 
Luther by writing a new Bible! Novalis himself. made the observation, 
perhaps prompted by Schlegel, that “The history of each man should be 
a Bible, it comes to be a Bible... a Bible is the highest product of all 
writing.”** Here the hope and conviction strike consonances with Blake. 

Novalis, however, felt that his talent lay more in the direction of a 
symbolic, archetypal story in which imaginative vision transforms 
earthly life into a new world, a higher and happier transcendentalized 
existence. This kind of story, easier and less imposing to write than a 
new Bible or holy book, was the Marchen. Its ultimate philosophic and 
religious purpose helps explain why it gained such importance for No- 
valis and other German Romantics. The Marchen was to unify mun- 
dane folk experience and elevate it to an ethereal plane. In one of his late 
prose fragments Novalis writes: “Poetics. In the Marchen I believe my- 
self best able to express the voice of my heart and soul. (Everything is a 
Marchen).”** His words recall Addison’s plea for a return to the “fairy 
way of writing,” a critical hope reflected in Bodmer and Breitinger. No- 
valis felt empowered to put this kind of imaginative experiment into ef- 
fect. The Marchen might best be described not as a story about fairies, 
nor as a fairy-tale as such, but as a story predicated upon imagination, 
built and constructed according to the dictates of the imagination, of its 
leaps, inventions, and unifying powers. It is a story in which imagina- 
tion predominates and the secondary touches are provided by reason 
and understanding, not the other way around. Coleridge’s Christabel 
might be seen as a Marchen composed in English verse. 

No matter what the form of literary espression, the new metaphysics 
and new religion of art placed upon poetry and, more important, upon 
the poet himself a great burden of expectation and revelation. As Collins 
and Shelley soon would reiterate, the poet lifts the veil from the face of 
the eternal and beautiful. He was to create the universe anew. The 
image of lifting the veil we find also in Novalis and Schelling. Schleier- 
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macher implies that we all create veils inside ourselves; for the poet to 
lift the universal veil and reveal the divine, he must first lift the inner 
veil from his own perceptions and soul. He must wipe off the film of fa- 
miliarity that clouds his vision. He must discover within himself a qual- 
ity Blake and others stressed, the indwelling divinity, Est Deus in nobis. 
For Friedrich Schlegel, too, the artist’s imagination alone could part and 
see behind the mortal veil that hides the secret of a more profound exis- 
tence.*® 

Naturally there was a dream-like quality to this enthusiasm. But the 
hope was expressed well by Keats, who said that the imagination is like 
Adam’s dream: he awoke and found it truth. For centuries the different 
worlds of dreams, prophecies, and actual events had been seen in close 
relationship, as indeed, with a psychoanalytic twist, they still are. But 
Novalis wanted to identify the dream of the imagination with life. 
There would be a complete transformation. Experience was not simply 
to be interpreted or connected or understood through the imagination; it 
was to be wholly predicated on and dictated by the disposition of imagi- 
native vision and faith. ‘‘Love and faith,” remarks Novalis, “will make 
our life eternal poetry.” The vision of transformed reality becomes 
complete in Novalis’ Heinrich von Ofterdingen (1802), a Marchen. 
The poem introducing the second part proclaims, ““The World becomes 
the Dream, the Dream the World.” Novalis was speaking for a poetic 
spirit that conceived its mission not only as an imaginative expression of 
philosophy and religion but also as an actual discovery of them. “This,” 
he writes, “is the kernel of my philosophy. The more poetic, the 
truer.”?’ 

A symbolical language was needed to convey the newly created imag- 
inative realm. “Language,” observes Heinrich in Novalis’ Marchen,“‘is 
really a small world in signs and sounds.” This compressed world was 
to mirror symbolically the world at large. In fact, it was therefore not to 
“mirror” it at all but to reshape it. Hazlitt, Coleridge, and Goethe used 
the image of a hieroglyph to catch this sense of poetic power. Friedrich 
Schlegel does also, declaring that art “is nothing other than the hiero- 
glyphic expression of external nature in its clairvoyant transfiguration 
by the imagination.”** Wolff had spoken of the ability of the Facultas 
jingendi to produce “hieroglyphs” and “symbols.” Novalis, Wack- 
enroder, and August Schlegel championed the necessity of presenting 
the poet’s vision in symbolic language. This meant that the poet was to 
create the scriptures, symbols, and poetry of a new faith from scratch, 
without the aid of actual martyrs or popular religious cults. So the poet 
naturally turned to one or two convulsive events, such as the French 
Revolution, or more often to his inner vision, the transformation of his 
own experience. 
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There are numerous ways to look at the higher calling of poetry de- 
manded by Novalis and the Schlegels. One way is to judge whether or 
not the artists and poets ever attained, in poems and productions them- 
selves, their metaphysical ideal of art, an ideal set not only by them- 
selves but by philosophers like Schelling. Such a judgment may be 
largely a matter of personal taste. But we should look at themes in the 
new poetic movement that reflect topics we have already discussed, for 
the “new” movement enjoyed a number of connections with what pre- 
ceded it. Most obvious is the development of the transcendental philoso- 
phy in Kant and Fichte, which Schiller then applied to aesthetics. No- 
valis, for instance, studied Schiller and Fichte thoroughly, Kant less so. 
The prose fragments of Novalis contain notes primarily on philosophers 
and scientists, not poets and critics. Typically, he claims that the artist is 
a transcendental creature (“Der Kunstler ist durchaus transzenden- 
tal’). 

The romantic goals of Novalis and the Schlegels are to a large degree 
the outgrowth of transcendental philosophy which, especially in Fichte, 
Schiller, and Schelling, posited a transcendental realm and a corre- 
sponding region of the mind with the imagination supremely important. 
All these writers stress the unity of mind and aesthetic response attained 
through the imagination. Novalis seems to paraphrase Fichte when he 
says, “All our inward and outward faculties and powers are to be de- 
duced from the productive imagination.” Novalis reduces this proposi- 
tion to one even more elemental. There are many functions in the psy- 
che, such as emotion, understanding, and reason, but only one power, or 
way of effecting change and movement, and that is the imagination. Aes- 
thetics belong wholly to psychology; that is, if aesthetic values are de- 
termined by psychology (“Die Asthetik dirfte wohl ganz zur Psycho- 
logie gehéren’’), then the productive imagination becomes the supreme 
arbiter of aesthetics.*° This conviction recalls not only Schiller, Fichte, 
and Kant but also the Enlightenment’s preoccupation with the link be- 
tween psychology and aesthetics, which was explored by the associa- 
tionists and led directly to the idea of the imagination in Gerard, Tetens, 
Priestley and Hazlitt. 

Novalis also picks up the pantheistic strain of Herder, the ideal of ro- 
mantic Spinozism built on the connecting force of imagination. In 
Heinrich von Ofterdingen the poet is again the middle point and holy 
source of a pantheistic universality (“Ich bin der Mittelpunkt, der hei- 
lige Quell... Es bricht die neue Welt herein... Eins in allem und alles 
in einen, / Gottes Bild auf Kradutern und Steinen / Gottes Geist in 
Menschen und Tieren”’). The totality and unity of the world are seen 
from the mediating perspective of the poet and are actually a product of 
his imagination.*! 
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IMAGINATIVE SYMPATHY AS A TRANSCENDENTAL ACT 


Novalis makes the enigmatic remark that “The poet is thus the tran- 
scendental physician” (“Der Poet ist also der transzendentale Arzt”). 
The statement is similar to Keats’s observation that the poet is a physi- 
cian “to sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man.” But why is No- 
valis’s poet “transcendental”? The context of his remark reveals an even 
deeper connection between Novalis and a concept of long-standing im- 
portance in the Enlightenment, sympathy. For Novalis speaks of the ne- 
cessity of the artist to identify himself with the inner spirit of whatever 
he imitates. ““There is a symptomatic and a genetic imitation [sympto- 
matische, imitation of outward appearance or idiosyncracy, versus 
“genetische,” imitation of true form and inner spirit]. The latter alone is 
vital. It presents the innermost unity of imagination and understand- 
ing.” This distinction sounds similar to August Schlegel on mechanic 
versus organic form, Coleridge on copy versus imitation, or Schelling on 
imitation of outward particulars versus indwelling natural spirit. But 
Novalis continues in a vein that sounds like a combination of Hazlitt’s 
definition of gusto and Keats’s speculation that the poet identifies com- 
pletely with his subject and has no character of his own. Of the ability to 
imitate the essence of an object or another person, Novalis says: ““This 
power of truly awaking in one’s self a foreign individuality—and not to 
be deceived by an imitation of superficialities—is still wholly unfamiliar 
and rests on the most extremely wonderful penetration [of the object], 
on a spiritual mimesis. The artist conforms himself to all he sees and 
wishes to be.”* 

Novalis has a keen sense of an imaginative imitation based on sympa- 
thetic identification, of the poet altering himself into what he sees. The 
poet thrives in a protean fashion. Novalis thus enters the considerable 
line of eighteenth-century thought on the power of sympathy. Schlegel 
used the image of Shakespeare as a protean deity, common in English 
criticism by the end of the century. In the twenty-third of his Lectures 
on Dramatic Art and Literature, he remarks that by the diversity of 
tone and color which Shakespeare employs in imitating the “quality of 
the subjects he assumes, he is a very Proteus.” 

Exactly at the point where Novalis states that the poet conforms him- 
self to what he sees and wishes to be, he continues, “Poetry is the great 
art of construction of transcendental health. The poet is thus the tran- 
scendental physician.” In other words, Novalis is indicating that the act 
of sympathetic identification, of the going out of one’s own nature to 
penetrate and to imitate other natures and natural objects, is actually the 
transcendental act by which the poet ministers to the health of mankind. 
The “inmost sympathy” that Novalis mentions in the poetic Preface to 
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the second part of Heinrich von Ofterdingen, which elsewhere he calls 
the “greatest sympathy and interactivity” of poetry, becomes the goal of 
transcendentalism.** To pierce through the phenomenal world by a 
sympathy that permits knowledge of the thing-in-itself, bringing the 
senses and the intellectual intuition into unity (“innigste Vereinigung 
der Einbildungskraft und des Verstandes”), uniting phenomenon and 
noumenon, subject and object, and breaking the bounds of time and 
space by identification with other individuals, leads to the conclusion 
that sympathetic imagination is the greatest transcendental act of both 
art and knowledge. 

Perhaps Novalis gleaned the idea of sympathy from the Schlegels or 
from any number of translations and discussions of English critics who 
stressed the concept. Although this young transcendental poet was 
reaching some of the same conclusions as British writers were, he ex- 
pressed them in a slightly different vocabulary. Hazlitt said that imagi- 
nation is another name for getting out of ourselves, the supreme moral 
good, and Novalis states at the close of his fragment on the poet as tran- 
scendental physician that, “Poetry mixes all to its great goal of goals: the 
elevation of man above himself,” the reaching out of the psyche in 
sympathy. This is the greatest good, and “the greatest good rests in the 
imagination.”** 


17 


THE PROPHETIC AND VISIONARY: 
BLAKE AND SHELLEY 


PP inc an almost dogmatic faith 


in the imagination, Blake believed in its promise of liberty and salvation 
with greater militancy than any other British Romantic. For him imagi- 
nation is the sole way to create art and to reveal religion, two acts exist- 
ing in and through each other. He builds his own mythology on imagi- 
native vision, and obscure though his prophetic books may seem, he is 
the only English Romantic to realize the critical hope of the later eigh- 
teenth century, that the new idea of the imagination would produce an 
original series of myths rather than reinterpret classical ones. He prac- 
ticed and lived out the message of Schelling’s theoretical statement that 
“Mythology is the necessary condition and the first material of all art.” 
Compared with Keats or Schiller, Blake approached a kind of fanati- 
cism; but as Keats, Coleridge, and Meister themselves recognized, a thin 
line, if any, divides the “poet’s” vision from the “fanatic’s.” 

Blake champions the freedom of the creative mind and has no doubts 
what purpose that freedom should serve. The imaginative life is the only 
real life, for man’s imagination fully creates reality through an interpre- 
tative perception of it. “All things Exist in the Human Imagination,” 
states Blake, and ““Mental Things are alone Real ... Where is the Exis- 
tence Out of Mind or Thought?”!' The universe is a construct of the 
imaginative power that is in both God and man, and when man realizes 
this, he has taken the first step to truth and salvation. Similar ideas ap- 
pear in Akenside, Tucker, Thomas Brown, and Coleridge, but Blake is 
categorical: “Imagination is My World; this world of Dross is beneath 
my Notice.” His religious vision is attained and reaffirmed—as in the 
Bible—through symbols and mythopoesis. Christ becomes God’s at- 
tempt to be man and attain man’s vision, and it is in Christ that the 
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imaginations of God and man become one. Taken by itself, imagination 
is “the Divine-Humanity,” and as “Man is All Imagination,” so also 
“God is Man & exists in us & we in him.” Not only is “The Eternal 
Body of Man... The Imagination, that is, God himself,” but more sym- 
bolically, the body of man is “the Divine Body of the Lord Jesus” and 
“we are his Members.” 

Blake is separated from his contemporaries by, among other things, 
the thoroughness and individuality with which he completes his vision 
of creation, life in a fallen world, salvation, and the apocalypse. He turns 
the imagination to a frankly Christian view, but one that also embraces 
psychology, history, and cosmology, seeing each of these as an image or 
matrix reflecting the others on a different scale of magnitude or order. 
Blake’s symbols, language, and idiom set him apart from many other 
poets, but the staunch single-mindedness of his poetic practice should 
not cloud the fact that he shares basic premises about the imagination 
with other Romantics. Because of Blake’s extremity and fervor, the out- 
lines of the idea of the imagination and the uses to which it can be put 
are often more clear-cut and definite in him than in poets who write a 
more open idiom. In some respects, Blake is an easier poet to understand 
than Byron or Keats. 

Blake’s idea of the imagination has roots in philosophical and religious 
traditions that include both esoteric and popular elements and which 
extend back through the eighteenth century, the hermeticists of the six- 
teenth and seventeenth centuries, the Renaissance, medieval and ancient 
philosophy, and sacred Hebrew poetry. Blake is the English vice-regent 
of one of the long-established provinces within the larger idea of the 
imagination, the province of the religious visionary or prophet whose 
divinely inspired, and hence imaginative, utterances become the ne plus 
ultra of symbolism in poetry. In Blake’s concept of the imagination we 
recognize similarities with and at times direct influences of Boehme, 
Paracelsus, Meister, Pico della Mirandola, Swedenborg, Agrippa von 
Nettesheim, Kant, and Schelling. English poets and thinkers who in 
one or more of their views prefigure Blake include Milton, Bunyan, 
Shaftesbury, Akenside, Joseph Warton, Collins, and Christopher Smart. 
The eighteenth-century traditions of dissenting preachers, millenarian- 
ism, and commentaries on the books of the prophets and Revelation are 
firmly in Blake’s background. Blake took elements of the idea of the 
imagination that were readily available to him and which had become or 
were becoming major forces in religion, philosophy, and poetry. He re- 
juvenated and fused these elements into the theoretical basis of his own 
idea, and from this he elaborated his myths and prophetic voice. 

Under the aspect of eternity to which Blake constantly felt himself 
subject, his idea of the imagination is not really original. It is, by his own 


246 LITERARY EXPLORATIONS 


credo, an effort to restore and revive the older imaginative examples of 
the biblical prophets and of the great symbolic poets Homer, Pythag- 
oras, Socrates, Euripides, Virgil, Dante, and Milton.’ Blake is trying to 
recapture a mythopoeic and symbolic approach to the imagination and 
to the arts in general, an approach he believes now moribund. ‘“The Na- 
ture of Visionary Fancy, or Imagination, is very little known,” but by a 
conscious effort we can retrain ourselves in its practice. Just as the oak 
dies but returns by its seed, 

so the Imaginative Image returns by the seed of Contemplative Thought, 

the Writings of the Prophets illustrate these conceptions of the Visionary 

Fancy by their various sublime & Divine Images as seen in the Worlds of 

Vision ... The Nature of my Work is Visionary or Imaginative; it is an 

Endeavour to Restore what the Ancients call’d the Golden Age.* 

The notion of a “revivalist,” one engaged in an endeavor to restore 
true meaning or faith, conjures up a picture of a naive preacher warning 
against sin and drink and extolling Christian virtue in general terms. But 
true revivalists, like Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, and Blake, 
want to restore the living spirit, language, and way of thinking repre- 
sented by Noah, Daniel, Ezekiel, and John. For Blake this spirit and 
language, and the poetry it produced, could best be summed up by the 
word “imagination.” Blake is a Protestant revivalist in the radical sense 
of the word. 

To summarize the leading features of Blake’s symbolic system, al- 
ready the subject of brilliant, full-scale interpretations, could usurp a 
third of this book. Besides, Blake regarded his own mythology as only 
his individual stamp or tool, which is different for each person. All such 
mythologies work from a more fundamental and generic structure of the 
imagination, one that is straightforward and common to all men, if only 
they would seize and put it to use. 


THE IMAGINATION AS REALITY 


With numerous Enlightenment and Romantic thinkers Blake shares 
the sense that imagination is an energy or force that creates and trans- 
forms as it perceives. His concept recalls Leibniz’s vis activa and 
stresses the active side of the imaginative power, while nevertheless rec- 
ognizing its passive or resting contemplation. Unlike many others Blake 
does not distinguish between levels of the imaginative power. For him, 
there is only one operation and essentially only one degree of it. It 
blends together the various levels discussed by other thinkers. This is 
one of the reasons that the word becomes so big for Blake and implies so 
much. In addition, he puts his notion into rather cryptic or terse state- 
ments. 
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Berkeley’s belief that the mind alone creates reality appealed to Blake, 
and although opposed to Blake and Berkeley in other respects, Hume 
had said essentially the same thing: the imagination alone creates our 
picture of reality. Blake argues that it conditions our experience of space 
and time rather than submitting to their abstract domination and “im- 
mutable” rules. We are “Creating Space, Creating Time according to 
the wonders Divine of Human Imagination.”* Kant seriously considers 
this idea, too, in some of his later writings. 

From another angle, the sense of a shaping activity in Blake’s view of 
the imagination closely approximates what Coleridge and Schelling, re- 
viving a term employed by Spinoza and common among the School- 
men, particularly John Scotus Eriugena, refer to as natura naturans, the 
forming or plastic spirit that works in God and in the human mind. 
Blake, in conscious contrast to Wordsworth, emphasized both that the 
mind alone is formative—which unconsciously echoed Kant and Haz- 
litt—and that nature by itself is not, as Wordsworth implies, “fitted” to 
the mind, but is “fallen” and dead. But seeing nature with imaginative 
vision, we enliven and rescue it, and also save our own souls. Shaftes- 
bury and Leibniz emphasized this point, which Leibniz reiterates by 
quoting Ovid and Seneca, “Est Deus in nobis.” For Blake, imagination 
is this very God in us: “God is Man & exists in us & we in him.” 

When Blake says that the imagination creates reality, he is voicing the 
same kind of attitude found in Keats as well, who remarks that certain 
ethereal things gain their worth by the “ardour of mental pursuit” we 
invest in them. For Keats, “mental” here means “imaginative,” as it does 
everywhere for Blake, who believes that imaginative pursuit redeems 
the fallen world and elevates what Keats calls “nothings,” like poetry, to 
shape, to meaning, and to supreme worth.° Art is the idea of mental 
pursuit, the “mental fight” of the prefatory lyric to Milton, and taken in 
its broad concept, as it is in that lyric, it leads to salvation. 

Imaginative art also guarantees individual freedom and liberates the 
mind, preventing enslavement to static systems of government and the 
fashionable, shallow dicta of “art” that simply decorate or rearrange 
earlier productions. Gray, Herder, Coleridge, Shelley, Wordsworth, and 
Keats likewise perceived that the ideal of freedom must constantly feed 
on a creative vision of things as they should be. Blake’s plea for art as the 
guarantor of free expression, besides echoing Milton, anticipates the 
philosophical argument in Schelling’s Uber das Wesen der menschli- 
chen Freiheit (1809). It is a direct result of the view that imagination 
and freedom are bound together that Blake, Shelley, Coleridge, and 
Wordsworth were definite and heated in their political actions and 
opinions, especially during the early phase of the French Revolution. 
And Blake, like Hazlitt, retained a fiery and vocal liberalism throughout 
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life, despite the irony that in France its radical exercise resulted in Na- 
poleon, who said himself, ‘““The world is ruled by imagination.” 

Along with Hazlitt, Wordsworth, and Coleridge, Blake climaxes a 
line of thinkers from Hume to the 1820s. And there are earlier connec- 
tions, too. For instance, Blake read Paracelsus and Boehme. ‘“The whole 
heaven, indeed, is nothing but an imagination,” and “Even as [man] 
imagines himself to be, such he is, and he is also that which he imag- 
ines.” These sentences sound like Blake, but they are in Paracelsus his 
Archidoxies (1661), a book Blake read. Blake aims a heavy verbal artil- 
lery on the earlier eighteenth century, on Locke and Newton, but he 
finds few major enemies in English thought after the 1740s and 1750s 
when it comes to the idea of imagination. His intellectual quarrel with 
Reynolds is based on a partial reading of Reynolds, a quarrel further 
complicated by questions of artistic technique and audience. Blake is not 
a stray outsider on the idea of the imagination. He is, in some respects, 
very much the insider, attempting to restore what he considers to be an 
age-old conception of prophecy and imaginative art. 


SUBJECTIVE AND OBJECTIVE 


Since the meaning of the world is predicated on our individual imagi- 
nations, any border between the object and the subjective self dissolves, 
and the self—creating the world by its own vision—assimilates the 
world into itself as a part of itself, and consequently becomes its own 
object. This process is what Coleridge and Schelling, who culminate a 
philosophical movement of at least two generations, were also fervently 
preaching as a corollary to the imaginative power. The idea is neo-Pla- 
tonic and appears in Thomas Taylor’s Restoration of Platonic Theology 
(1788-1789), with which both Blake and Coleridge were familiar. Tay- 
lor elucidates the commentaries of Proclus on Euclid’s Elements. In the 
case of perceiving beauty, for instance, 


the spectator is no longer external to the spectacle; but he who acutely 
perceives, contains the object of his perception in the depths of his own 
essence . . . It is requisite we should transfer the divine spectacle into our- 
selves, and behold it as one, and as the same with our essence . . . But it is 
requisite that the soul... should profoundly merge itself in contempla- 
tion, till instead of spectator, it may become another specimen of the ob- 
ject of its intuition; such as it came from thence, abundantly shining with 
intellectual conceptions.’ 


In Blake, the object becomes part of the subjective self because the 
imagination makes the object into what it is in the process of perceiving 
it. Although this merging or identification of the subjective and objec- 
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tive in Blake is not the same thing as the concept of empathy or sympa- 
thetic identification developed in the later eighteenth century and per- 
fected by Hazlitt, the imaginative eye is for Blake always turned out- 
ward, away from the selfish. Blake conceives of an ‘“‘antithesis of 
imagination and Selfhood.”*® The freedom of the self to create something 
eternal means the opposite of self-involvement and self-concentration, 
the lowest and worst form of living hell (Ulro), where the individual 
psyche splits into specters and devours itself in self-cannibalizing solip- 
sism. The unity of subjective and objective carries with it, for Blake as 
for many others from Arbuckle and Smith through Shelley and Cole- 
ridge, a moral dimension. The imagination becomes in effect the “moral 
sense.” 

Blake’s view about the union of the subjective and objective differs in 
at least one important way from most other critics and poets concerned 
with the subject. Identification and empathy with objects or people had, 
in other writers, resulted in a stress on the power of “suggestiveness” to 
capture the essence or implications of a character or situation. But Blake 
emphasizes the clearly defined and sharply outlined particular. Art is 
meant not to suggest a particular personal trait or object, as these should 
be made specific, but rather to suggest a larger vision and order of reality 
as a whole. In one respect, Blake feels that the kind of suggestiveness 
that plays on our senses is not worth pursuing. What is wanted is the 
kind of suggestiveness found in a long poem—a total view of the world, 
of a whole society, of a religious myth, or of all these interwoven. Thus, 
in Blake’s shorter lyrics the suggestiveness is never primarily of a sen- 
suous nature. The intention and result are more intellectual, and many 
of his lyrics have to be read together to get an overall picture of what he 
is saying. The same is true of his proverbs and aphorisms. Each one is 
concrete and well-defined. But when they are taken as a whole or in a 
group, they become intellectually suggestive. 


THE MEANING OF NATURE 


Blake accepts innate ideas, or innate capacities to create certain per- 
ceptions, as part of a large connection between the material form of na- 
ture and the ideas or activity of the divine-human imagination. In na- 
ture, man’s creativity meets with God’s. Nature is “fallen”; that is, it 
remains imperfect and beneath paradise, cut off from a direct commu- 
nion with God where eternity and permanence reign. But man’s imagi- 
nation can regenerate nature and raise transitory forms to the symbolic 
level of “ever Existent Images” and ideas. There is, in Blake, a kind of 
pre-established harmony between the psyche and nature. This is not to 


250 LITERARY EXPLORATIONS 


say that Blake believes in what he called the “fitted and fitting” of 
Wordsworth, the equivalency of nature and the mind. Rather, the mind 
has the creative potential to mold nature to something amenable and 
meaningful. Man’s imaginative vision—by referring to a higher spiritual 
and divine truth—works to create this harmony; it is not an automatic 
reflex. Yet angered by the “pure” empiricists who trivialized Locke, and 
angered somewhat unjustly by Locke’s own position, Blake puts it more 
extremely: “Innate Ideas are in Every Man Born with him. They are 
truly himself. The Man who says that we have No Innate Ideas must be 
a Fool & Knave.”” 

God has placed in man at least the potential to create a harmony of 
mind and nature, and in that sense the harmony is pre-established. It is 
destroyed if we fail to engage our imaginations. The forms in nature can 
thus become symbolic, in the sense implied by Goethe’s remark that na- 
ture is God’s poem, characters written in a huge size, secret hiero- 
glyphs to be deciphered by the poet. Of all the passages in Wordsworth, 
Blake most admired the one in The Prelude where Wordsworth’s imagi- 
nation, in a flash of perception, sees the woods and waters of Simplon 
pass in the Alps as the types and symbols of eternity and the apocalypse. 
Nature is one step in bringing man closer to God and to the apocalypse; 
Christ—who is man, nature, spirit, and God as one—is the highest step. 

Blake’s sense of nature imaginatively perceived, a nexus for the imagi- 
native power in God and man, is actually a Naturphilosophie, and like 
Schelling’s, it fits into a larger scheme, existing side by side with a phi- 
losophy of ideas and subsumed by a religious or mythological view. 
Four stages are involved, Blake’s “four-fold vision,” which can be com- 
pared with the four recognized, chronological stages of Schelling’s phi- 
losophy: 


Blake 
Ulro, the self and its 
specters 


Generation, the “fallen 
world,” nature 


Beulah, love and recon- 
ciliation of the self and 
nature, of male and fe- 
male 


Eden, eternity and di- 
vine truth, vision and 
myths free man 


Schelling 
Influenced by Fichte, 
the “Ich bin” stage 


Naturphilosophie; the 
“Es gibt” stage, the ma- 
terial world 


Identitatsphilosophie, 
“Ich bin” resolved with 
“Es gibt,” both part of 
a larger whole 


Mythological and theo- 
logical interests, Uber 
... menschlichen Frei- 
heit 


Shared Vision 
The self divided from 
the world, the subjec- 
tive 
The self perceives na- 
ture, the subjective 
meets the objective 


Unity of self (ideal or 
intellectual world) and 
material world, of sub- 
jective and objective 


Unity of self, nature, 
and the divine, the 
mythopoetic, panen- 
theism 
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There is no question of influences, but the parallels are striking. They 
again illustrate that Blake, in his own way, is in the vanguard of contem- 
porary philosophy. For man’s creative energy or imagination to merge 
with God’s through the medium of nature is to see, according to Blake, 
that “Nature is a Vision of the Science of the Elohim.” This, as 
Schelling tried to show, is the kind of credo that belongs to the highest 
Naturphilosophie. For Blake, nature becomes subservient to a revealed 
faith. At the apocalypse we realize that nature is a necessary but interim 
stage to a higher reality. Blake’s “four-fold vision” could also be com- 
pared with the four stages of poetry that Keats describes in “Sleep and 
Poetry.” Although the one-to-one correspondence is not exact, the di- 
rection of the stages is again remarkably similar. 

When Blake says that “‘to the Eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature 
is Imagination itself,” he is again speaking of what Coleridge and 
Schelling mean by natura naturans, the forming power or “connatural” 
energy working in the mind and in nature alike, an energy available for 
man’s enlightenment if only his imagination has the courage to use it 
properly. An earlier example of this view of nature is found in Thomas 
Burnet’s Telluris Theoria Sacra (1681), translated as the Sacred The- 
ory of the Earth (1684-1689), which Coleridge considered translating 
into blank verse. Blake contrasts this idea with the dead forms of na- 
ture—Coleridge and Schelling’s natura naturata—which in Blake are 
often represented by mechanical or mineral images. 

Finally, Blake envisions God’s archetypal act of creation as welling 
up from a deep abyss, which may be associated with an ocean or sea. 
This image also occurs in Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Schel- 
ling, Tucker, Akenside, and Milton. It can be traced back through 
Boehme and Paracelsus to Plotinus, the Bible, and Thales. The divine- 
human imagination, as Blake calls it, is working with the deepest uni- 
versal secret (Paracelsus’ “Mysterium Magnum”) and with an ori- 
ginal unity, a region of depth and awful force where spirit and idea are 
directly converted into matter and matter “decays” or is reborn into 
energy. 


A VISION OF UNITY: LOVE AND CHRIST 


What God creates through the imagination remains part of an overall 
unity, and the diversity of matter and spirit points back to one source. 
Blake’s religious view may seem pantheistic, but in fact Blake is more of 
a “panentheist,” as are the younger Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Schel- 
ling. They all believed during at least one important stage in their lives 
in the en kai pan, the “one and the all,” whose two elements form the 
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word panentheism. This view recognizes the inviolable unity of God as 
one separate being yet sees him simultaneously as a presence dwelling in 
each part of his creation. The idea of the creative imagination rekindled 
a full-blown panentheistic religion and cosmology in many Romantics. 
To the extent that they departed from orthodox Christianity it was 
because they thought it could not express the active force, the art, and 
the organic flux within a large cosmological unity. Yet for Blake, as 
for Herder, Coleridge, and Schelling, Jesus remains the central focus. 
Put one way, he is the imaginative conjunction of the “One and the 
all.” 

If the universe were “split” between the creator (the One) and the 
creation (the all), then what would hold the two together? God and the 
“fallen world” are the original and archetypal “subject” and “object.” 
Yet what is the ground of their unity? If nothing, then what is created or 
“fallen” from God must remain eternally separated from Him. This, 
and not “sinful” in the usual personal and guilt-ridden sense, is what 
“fallen” means in Blake. Poetry, man’s own imaginative creation, is one 
attempt to regain the unity of subject and object, the oneness with God; 
it is an attempt to restore the Golden Age before the fall. But poetry is 
not really enough. There is a greater tendency toward union in nature, 
God, and man. The answer for Blake—as for Shelley, Coleridge, 
Wordsworth, Baader, Schelling, and perhaps even Keats—is love, the 
kind of love, as Dante says, that moves the sun and stars. Love and de- 
sire become the hope to regain an original union in God. Art and poetry 
are merely a step to the block, as Eliot says, a step toward that timeless 
moment when the rose and the fire are one. Imagination and love, as 
Blake argues and Wordsworth affirms, cannot exist without each other. 
For as imagination is the power that creates something new, so love 
binds the creator to his work and brings the universe in sympathetic 
harmony. This Shaftesburian idea becomes one of the mainstays of 
Shelley’s Defence. 

In Blake there is, as Northrop Frye states, “the struggle to create, and 
the loving contemplation of what has been created.” The idea was not 
new. A basic Judeo-Christian belief, it is mirrored in the first chapter of 
Genesis, where God not only creates but after each creation sees or per- 
ceives that the creation is good and that it is worthy of love. In the 
Koran, we find God becomes known as av-Rahman, “the Compassion- 
ate,” because every act of creation proves not only his power but his be- 
neficence. The creative art and love of the human imagination partici- 
pate in God’s creation and love.'' Blake’s belief in periods of creative 
expansion followed rhythmically by contemplation or rest is another 
way of representing the active and the loving, or the active and the pas- 
sive, sides of the imagination. It prefigures Matthew Arnold’s belief that 
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a period of true criticism, or of the loving contemplation of art, can be 
followed by a time of great creations themselves. 

If we look at fallen man and fallen nature as God’s creation, then by 
what specific act of love—by what specific act of the imagination—does 
God bind Himself to his own creation? In St. John, the gospel that 
Coleridge intended to use in his Logosophia as part of a commentary on 
the imagination and communicative intellect in God and man, the an- 
swer is simply, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only be- 
gotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have 
everlasting life” (3:16). Jesus becomes the Logos, the act of love incar- 
nate, and for Blake, as for Coleridge and Schelling, Jesus is the imagina- 
tion in divine-human form. In the Preface to The Cenci, Shelley also 
says that imagery and passion “should interpenetrate one another, the 
former being reserved . . . for the full development and illustration of the 
latter. Imagination is as the immortal God which should assume flesh for 
the redemption of mortal passion.” Jesus and the love that is Jesus be- 
come, for Blake, the imaginative connection of the “One and the all.” 
Jesus’ love, man’s love, is more important even than the gift of prophecy: 
“And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mys- 
teries ... and have not charity, I am nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:2). 

Jesus, understood as the completing and all-penetrating bond of love 
and imagination, changes the character of the Trinity for Blake, as 
Christ does in a similar way for Coleridge and Schelling. The idea of a 
holy number or figure of four appears in Blake’s four-fold vision as well 
as in the Pythagorean Tetractys, the Hebrew Tetragrammaton (the 
four consonants representing the “incommunicable name” of the Su- 
preme Being), Masonic symbolism, and the works of Paracelsus, 
Boehme, and Tucker. Blake, Coleridge, and Schelling connect a four- 
fold figure with both Christ and the idea of the imagination. Earlier 
thinkers, especially Tucker and Boehme, associated the holy Quater- 
nary with God’s creative and imaginative force. Schelling and Coleridge 
both seem to discern a fundamental and meaningful similarity in all in- 
terpretations of the holy Quarternary, the Tetractys, and the Tetra- 
grammaton taken together. To these they add the Trinity, giving it, as it 
were, a fourth dimension. So does Blake. 

At bottom, these holy “fours” represent the same thing—the unity 
and connection of God the creator, the world of flesh and matter, and 
the world of spirit and ideas, all joined through a fourth element, the 
transmuting and loving power of the imagination, which to Christian 
and Jew comes in the person of the Messiah. Blake recognizes this loving 
power as the highest reach of the imagination, and Jesus is for him the 
symbol of symbols, where love and imagination are drawn into unity. 
Frye puts Blake’s view succinctly: 
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The three persons of the Trinity are to be connected by ors rather than 
ands, and the real God is fourfold, power, love and wisdom contained 
within the unity of civilized human imagination. 

God is Father, Son, and Spirit: the imagination tries to see this Trinity 
in the fourfold unity of Jesus.’ 


““AN ENDEAVOUR TO RESTORE” 


These religious and philosophical issues explain why Blake’s idea of 
the imagination insists on prophetic vision. He wants to revive the work 
of the Hebrew prophets and of St. John. The kind of imagination that 
produced the book of Ezekiel or Revelation is the imagination Blake 
wants to re-establish. He felt that inspired poetry such as we find in the 
Bible should not be looked upon as an historical event centuries old. If 
God lives in human hearts and minds, and if his truths are eternal, then 
faith and truth should continue to express themselves in symbolic art. 
Without a living voice to transform the particulars at hand, faith will 
petrify. For Blake, each truth or holy image is a type of other truths; the 
eternal and godly live in the moment and must not hesitate to proclaim 
its truth. And so Israel becomes England. Israel is Albion. The poet’s 
power of metaphor will devise archetypes like these into larger visions 
and myths, and those into scriptures or a holy book. ““The Hebrew Bible 
& the Gospel of Jesus,” notes Blake, are “Eternal Vision or Imagination 
of All that Exists.”" 

A long tradition unites prophecy with the concept of the imagination. 
It includes Plato’s Timaeus and the works of Maimonides, Pico della 
Mirandola, Francis Bacon, Spinoza, and at least one of the Cambridge 
Platonists, John Smith.'* The tradition was perhaps strongest during 
the medieval period. From the time of Aquinas and William of St. 
Thierry to the Renaissance, the imagination had two roles, a conven- 
tional one as mediator between the senses and the higher power of 
reason, but also a prophetic one linked directly to God. Occult or 
magus-like overtones sometimes colored this prophetic power, but the 
Bible remained as its essential basis. 

Blake believed that poems such as Paradise Lost continued the pro- 
phetic strain. The great sway of Milton had, throughout the eighteenth 
century, kept the prophetic mode alive. Gray, the Wartons, and Collins 
saw in Milton a heaven-descended power of imagination differing in 
kind from Shakespeare’s. Blake was ready to snatch up and champion 
this tradition. 

Smart, Gray, and Cowper had ventured on this same path. And al- 
though Tucker claims to be a follower of Locke, his chapter titled “The 
Vision,” which concludes The Light of Nature Pursued, is in some re- 


The Prophetic and Visionary 255 


spects the eighteenth-century work most similar to Blake’s prophetic 
books. Tucker speaks of emanations; he tracks his own path through 
space; and much of the imagery anticipates the cosmic and religious con- 
siderations in Blake’s Milton. In “The Vision” Tucker also remarks on 
the “Holy Quaternion” and on the character of “Psyche,” which he uses 
in somewhat the same way Keats was to do more than forty years later. 

Blake himself was trying nothing less than to revive symbolic poetry 
in the manner of the Hebrew prophecies and St. John. His attitude is 
anticipated in Hosea 12:10, which Bunyan places at the beginning of 
Pilgrim’s Progress: “I have used similitudes.” Bunyan’s poetic “Apol- 
ogy” to the book makes a case for the kind of imagination Blake was 
trying to rescue. To Blake’s way of thinking, the imagination had suf- 
fered a general fatigue, especially since the Renaissance and during the 
eighteenth century. The imagination could never be restored to its full 
power except by the frank use of myth and symbols to represent the in- 
terworkings of religious faith, psychic states of the individual, cosmolog- 
ical mysteries, and current events, all transposed into metaphors and 
symbols as they are in the Bible. Blake hoped that the imagination could 
again directly elevate the five senses and the human need for storytelling 
into the service of spiritual faith. 


AN “ANACALYPTIC POET” 


An apocalyptic poet literally uncovers the truth and prophesies the 
future. He is the poet who reveals. But the imagination, as the instru- 
ment of all prophetic writers, is paradoxically not a literal power at all. 
In fact, the apocalyptic poet employs numerous symbols and metaphors 
and, like Blake, his own complex and even obscure system of myth. He 
expresses his vision symbolically; after “seeing” or experiencing it 
directly himself, he covers it in a language that must be deciphered. But 
this recovering of his vision he hopes will be a true recovery, a regaining 
of the original truth (‘‘an endeavour to Restore... the Golden Age’”’), 
which is the only way that truth can be revived and communicated. 

The paradox that the imaginative poet, to reveal or to uncover his vi- 
sion, must encode his message in an original or even personal idiom, led 
Coleridge to describe Blake as an “apo- or rather anacalyptic Poet, & 
Painter.”'* The anacalyptic poet (from Greek ana- up, back, again, ex- 
cessively + calyptein, to cover, conceal) literally re-covers in order to re- 
cover and restore; only when we become initiated to his symbols can he 
be called “apocalyptic.” 

Blake uses an image that itself represents the kind of imagination and 
poetry he champions. Several times he suggests the vision of a chariot 
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with four wheels that turns into a throne, just as the chariot in Ezekiel 
becomes the throne of God later appearing in Revelation. Blake calls on 
this chariot in the lyric preface to Milton: “Bring me my chariot of fire,” 
suggesting too the fiery wheels of Ezekiel’s chariot. The image becomes 
associated with the four-fold, highest imaginative life.'® It is the moving 
mediator between heaven and earth. In a parallel passage Coleridge in 
his Statesman’s Manual describes the imagination as: 


that reconciling and mediatory power, which incorporating the Reason in 
images of the Sense, and organizing . . . the flux of the Senses by the per- 
manence and self-circling energies of the Reason, gives birth to a system 
of symbols, harmonious in themselves, and consubstantial with the truths 
of which they are the conductors. These are the wheels which Ezekiel be- 
held, when the hand of the Lord was upon him, and he saw visions of 
God... Withersoever the Spirit was to go, the wheels went, and thither 
was their spirit to go:—for the spirit of the living creature was in the 
wheels also. 


This kind of symbol appears in Keats’s “Sleep and Poetry” 
(11.122-80) and in Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound (Il.iv. 110ff.), 
where the chariots are connected with love, the psyche, and “deep 
truth.” The chariot of Ezekiel also appears earlier in Gray’s “Progress of 
Poesy” (11.95-101), where it is associated with divine poetry and Mil- 
ton, with the “secrets of th’Abyss” (as are the chariots in Prometheus 
Unbound), and with the “flaming bounds of Place and Time,” suggest- 
ing Blake’s Sea of Time and Space and what lies beyond it. Blake is al- 
ways—as these other poets are sometimes—trying to reintroduce the oldest 
and most mysteriously resonant idea of a divine-human imagina- 
tion. 


SHELLEY 


Much of what Shelley says explicitly about the imagination is a ring- 
ing of the changes, in a high and impelling rhetorical mode, on ideas 
evolving and intertwining since Adam Smith and Alexander Gerard 
began to explore the concepts of sympathy and genius in the 1750s and 
1760s. The Defence of Poetry (1821) can be seen as a great aesthetic 
peroration on many themes concerning the imagination developed in the 
two generations preceding Shelley. Nothing quite so sweeping about 
poetry and society had been written in England since Sidney’s Apology. 
The work arrives—as Shelley said of the “intellectual philosophy” and 
the revolution it was accomplishing—“‘on that verge where words aban- 
don us.”” 
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In one of the most famous passages in the Defence, Shelley says: “The 
great secret of morals is love; or a going out of our own nature, and an 
identification with the beautiful . .. not our own. A man... must imag- 
ine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of 
another and of many others... The great instrument of moral good is 
the imagination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the 
cause. Poetry enlarges the circumference of the imagination.” 

We can now see this in perspective as an epitome of the whole idea of 
sympathy and sympathetic imagination and their expression through 
poetry—an idea that began with Shaftesbury then moved with Ar- 
buckle and others in the 1730s and passed through Adam Smith to the 
associationists and Hazlitt. Shelley states the concept of sympathy in its 
bare essentials, coming close to a terse abstraction. He comments on 
Wordsworth in Peter Bell the Third (1V.36-40): 


He has as much imagination 
As a pint-pot;—he never could 
Fancy another situation 
From which to dart his contemplation 
Than that wherein he stood. 


Shelley makes explicit what had shimmered beneath the surface in the 
criticism of the associationists: poetry is the best teacher of morals be- 
cause it is the greatest sympathetic exercise of imagination. Like Hazlitt, 
Shelley points to the engagement of moral imagination in drama, a 
major reason for the Romantic popularity of Shakespeare. In drama, 
says Shelley, “The imagination is enlarged by a sympathy with pains 
and passions so mightily, that they distend in their conception the ca- 
pacity of that by which they are conceived.” Our essential humanity is 
enlarged. 

Sympathy engages us too in a larger, harmonious universe of interre- 
lated beings and events. The tone of Shaftesbury and of the neo-Platon- 
ists in this respect is here vibrant. Shelley’s use of “love” as a synonym 
for the sympathetic imagination is paralleled by Keats, Blake, Schelling, 
Wordsworth, and Coleridge. Love becomes another name for the indi- 
vidual imagination as it turns outward and sympathizes with the world 
and with other human beings: “Thou demandest what is love? It is that 
powerful attraction towards all that we conceive, or fear, or hope be- 
yond ourselves... and seek to awaken in all things... a community 
with what we experience within ourselves.”"* 

Beyond ourselves there is a larger “Power,” as Shelley expressed it in 
Adonais, “Which wields the world with never-wearied love.”!? As 
Keats’s “Ode to Psyche” ends by invoking the power of love, so does 
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Shelley’s “Epipsychidion” (162-168), in which, once again, love and 
imagination are closely identified: 


Love is like understanding, that grows bright, 
Gazing on many truths; ’tis like thy light, 
Imagination! which from earth and sky, 

And from the depths of human fantasy, 

As from a thousand prisms and mirrors fills 
The Universe with glorious beams and kills 
Error. 


We have seen how the perceptive and ordering power of imagination 
had, by the latter half of the eighteenth century, come to mean the abil- 
ity to shape reality in full. Berkeley, Blake, and Fichte are extreme pro- 
ponents of this notion. Shelley repeats it, along with the idea of merging 
the internal with the external, of the subjective with the objective. “I 
confess,” he says, “that I am one of those who am unable to refuse my 
assent to those philosophers who assert that nothing exists but as it is 
perceived.” In the Defence he simply states that “All things exist as they 
are perceived; at least in relation to the perceiver.” And in his Specula- 
tions on Metaphysics Shelley puts the crux of his “intellectual philoso- 
phy,” of his subjective transcendentalism struggling to join the outer 
world through the power of love, by saying that man is “pre-eminently 
an imaginative being. His own mind is his law; his own mind is all 
things to him.” Shelley is expressing what he conceives as the major de- 
velopment in philosophy from Berkeley to his own day: “The view of 
life presented by the most refined deductions of the intellectual philoso- 
phy is that of unity. Nothing exists but as it is perceived.””° As in Blake, 
Kant, Fichte, and Schelling, time and space become constructs of the 
imagination. 

Yet Shelley turns to the “intellectual philosophy” without discarding 
the empirical power of association. As Earl Wasserman points out, the 
poetic imagination for Shelley works by “unifying associative laws.” 
Shelley notes in Speculations on Metaphysics that “the most astonishing 
combinations of poetry ... are no other than combinations which the 
intellect makes of sensations according to its own laws.””’ The duty of 
each generation of poets, he goes on in the Defence, is to offer metaphors 
and symbols that will “create afresh the associations” of integral, con- 
crete thoughts and preserve them from abstraction. Shelley here appro- 
priates into a larger schema one of the associationists’ essential points 
about the imagination. He recognizes that associations are often most 
natural and lively “in the infancy of society,” as William Duff had 
maintained in the last part of his Essay on Original Genius (1767), a 
theme that would continue to haunt the rest of the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. 
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Shelley’s concept of a universal “Power” working through the indi- 
vidual imagination goes even farther back—to Leibniz and Shaftesbury 
with their stress on power or Kraft in the act of creation. ‘‘Power,” re- 
marks Shelley, is one of the “modes in which thoughts are combined” 
by the imagination.”? This power is not a strictly personal attribute. It 
has pantheistic implications. It is the wind that fans the fading coal of 
the creative mind. It can be interpreted in part as what Shelley in Queen 
Mab calls the ‘“‘universal mind.” In his essay “On Life,” he states that 
once we accept the mind or intelligence as formative of all that exists, 
then “Pursuing the same thread of reasoning, the existence of distinct 
individual minds, similar to that which is employed in now questioning 
its own nature, is likewise found to be a delusion.” The phrase 
“which ... nature” implies that the individual self needs to establish an 
identity and to affirm its own nature. But if the self is indeed part of a 
larger mind, as Shelley conceives it, then the same thing must be true of 
this larger, supra-personal being or intelligence. It, too, must need to es- 
tablish its own identity and to affirm itself. This concept becomes vital 
to Coleridge (‘self-affirmation”) and to Schelling (“Selbstaffirma- 
tion”). There is a parallel between Shelley’s “individual” and “univer- 
sal mind” and Fichte’s “empirical” and “absolute Ich.” 

In short, if there was, and remains, one original Being and creative 
imagination, then we are still part of It and must recognize our essential 
unity with It—and hence with each other. This is one of the great 
themes of ‘Ode to the West Wind,” especially at its climax. The pro- 
gram for realizing this unity, for feeling it “on our pulse,” as Keats says, 
is rigorous, but the reward is great. In the “Essay on Christianity,” 
Shelley observes simply that “Whoever has maintained with his own 
heart the strictest correspondence of confidence, who dares to examine 
and to estimate every imagination which suggests itself to his mind, who 
is that which he designs to become, and only aspires to... the divinity 
of his own nature... has already seen God.” 

Here again is the theme that the imagination discovers “the divinity 
in man,” Shelley’s phrase in the Defence for the idea of Deus in nobis. 
The power that moves the aeolian lyre of our imaginations is a larger 
“‘all-penetrating spirit” by which we attain a “consentaneity of powers” 
that, however briefly, illuminates the abode of the eternal.* In Adonais 
(XLII), Shelley describes Keats’s dying into life: 


he doth bear 
His part, while the one Spirit’s plastic stress 
Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there, 
All new successions to the forms they wear. 


* For the phrase “‘all-penetrating spirit” in Coleridge, see below, p. 365. 
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The poet becomes a genius when he “dares to examine and to estimate 
every imagination which suggests itself to his mind,” for then he attains, 
as Blake says, the “divine-humanity.” 

Gerard, Akenside, and Fichte used the image of a magnet for the 
power of the individual imagination, a force above the level of the senses 
yet with strong, concrete results. According to Fichte, for instance, both 
magnet and iron must contain “something” that causes them to act on 
each other. In his Grundlage der gesammten Wissenschaftslehre, he 
concludes that if the magnet represents the self or the ego and the iron 
stands for the external world or the non-ego, then the mutually attract- 
ing force between them is “ein Schweben der Einbildungskraft,” an 
unseen force that hovers above, oscillates between, and unites the self 
and nature. The force is selective, ordering—creative at its highest 
level—and mysterious.”’ Shelley expands the image of the magnet as 
imagination, perhaps using as a source Plato’s Jon (533-536), which 
would also have been familiar to Gerard, Akenside, and Fichte. ‘“De- 
scending through the minds of many men,” Shelley explains, the force 
of poetry and imagination “is attached to those great minds, whence as 
from a magnet the invisible effluence is sent forth, which at once con- 
nects, animates, and sustains the life of all.” 

Besides making the well-known argument in the Defence concerning 
the poetic imagination and the striving for a higher and more civilized 
life, Shelley puts his point in A Treatise on Morals: “Imagination or 
mind employed in prophetically bringing forth its objects is that faculty 
of human nature on which every gradation of its progress, nay, every, 
the minutest, change depends.””* 

When Shelley insists on this prophetic nature of the imagination, he, 
like Blake, does not mean “fortune-telling,” as he carefully points out, 
but an apprehension of truths and ideas, or of ways to attain them, a vi- 
sion of how they will or can act in the future. 

If—aside from Blake—we ask who shares with Shelley his premise 
that imagination and poetry are creators and shapers of society, the an- 
swer is Hobbes. For Hobbes maintained that “Fancy” gives birth to all 
the arts, decoration, and culture, which together make up what is meant 
by civilization.* The Defence is saturated with this message. Poets are 
“the institutors of laws, and the founders of civil society,” or civiliza- 
tion; they are “the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” The re- 
markable thing is that Hobbes reaches this conclusion from a suppos- 
edly pure empiricism. Shelley arrives at the same point from the 
“opposite” stance of the “intellectual philosophy,” which for him means 
a transcendental world in which the individual mind is itself part of one 


* See above, pp. 16-17. 
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“universal mind.” For Hobbes the imagination works from the material 
toward the spiritual and ideal. For Shelley, the path works backward. 
The two views can also join to form the third and more encompassing 
path that Coleridge and Schelling blaze. 

There are several reasons for the conjunction of one of England’s 
hard-line empiricists, Hobbes, and one of her allegedly “unworldly” 
idealists, Shelley, who stand respectively at the beginning and end of the 
rise of the idea of the imagination from 1660 to 1820. But the main rea- 
son is the interest that Shelley and Hobbes shared in the Greek poets, 
historians, and philosophers. In them could be traced how the creative 
and philosophic imagination built one of the prototypical cultures of 
Western civilization and how, at every turn, the literature and the po- 
etry of the Greeks determined their moral, political, and civil character 
from Homer to Alexander. In a love of Greek culture and an interest in 
the relationship between creative imagination and society, Sidney and 
Arnold throw even wider brackets in time. 


A CALLING TO THE UNAPPREHENDED 


Aside from varying and repeating, however unconsciously, themes 
about the imagination already current for two generations, Shelley quite 
drastically deviates from some of the established concepts. Each time he 
takes a new path, he tends to reduce the role of the will, consciousness, 
deliberate choice, and concrete fact. This is partially due to his stress on 
the impelling force of one “universal mind” or power working through 
all individuals, and it recalls the old bond between dreams or divine visi- 
tations and the imagination. But although, like Yeats, Shelley minimizes 
a conscious control of the imaginative process, he simultaneously in- 
creases the amount of belief or faith that should be placed in imaginative 
creations. These creations are “true” or believable, as Coleridge says, 
insofar as we are able to suspend our disbelief. Shelley envisions a new 
and higher belief springing from this suspension of mere verisimilitude. 
We can recall how Reynolds, Kames, Reid, Stewart, and Alison began 
to see imagination as the “residence of truth” providing an “ideal pres- 
ence”; Shelley is carrying their contentions to the bourne of heaven. 

Poetry, says Shelley in the Defence, “acts in a divine and unappre- 
hended manner, beyond and above consciousness.” The poet becomes 
an instrument of a higher melody. “Poetry is not like reasoning, a power 
to be exerted according to the determination of the will.” Most English 
and German thinkers had come to see imagination as a conflation of 
willed and unwilled, voluntary and involuntary, but Shelley sees it as an 
unpredictable, even sudden inspiration over which we exert little con- 
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trol. In a way, the individual imagination becomes more passive because 
it is transmitting something deeper and more meaningful, yet doing so 
without any conscious will or control. Whereas Coleridge, participating 
in a long line of English and German critics, stresses the role of the will, 
as in his definition of the secondary imagination, Shelley says that the 
“birth and recurrence” of poetry “have no necessary connexion with 
consciousness or will.””° 

While Fichte believes deeply in the value of the will for the philoso- 
pher, his concept of the artist’s imagination (Phantasie) and will, as 
well as his extreme idealism, make him parallel to Shelley in several in- 
stances. When Fichte describes the poet in his Ich will untersuchen, 
wodurch Geist vom Buchstaben (1794), he says: “Seine Phantasie 
treibt ohne alle sein Zuthun ihr Spiel. Der Geist treibt ihn; der Geist 
redet aus ibm.’””* The poet’s will has been superseded by an uncon- 
scious spirit of force, which operates “completely without his help.” 
Similarly, Shelley’s concept of the universal mind or Absolute finds a 
parallel in the absolute Ich of Fichte as well as in the dialectic of Schel- 
ling. The attempt to regain this Absolute, to recapture a clarity of 
thought that sees harmony in the relationships of the universe, which 
Shelley expresses at the beginning of the Defence, has an analogy in 
Blake’s endeavor to restore the Golden Age. Shelley’s last lyrics in 
Hellas express this idea, defining the permanent calling of poets as the 
struggle to grasp again the true and original knowledge of the secrets of 
cosmos and creation, to strip things and ideas to their elemental natures 
until they are seen in their basic connections, causes, and effects. 

But poetry, the highest act of the imagination, is never in certain pos- 
session of the Golden Age. There is always a struggle to capture the 
“unapprehended,” to hear the music of the spheres, what Keats calls the 
“melodies unheard.” This is the goal of an imaginative becoming, which 
returns to the primordial state of unity. Poetry is an attempt to rebuild 
the Tower of Babel, to eat of the Tree of Knowledge a second time. 
When Shelley observes that the secrets of the abysm remain hidden and 
has Demogorgon say that “the deep truth is imageless” (Prometheus 
Unbound, Il. iv, 116), we might ask what it is that has no image of itself. 
The answer seems two-fold: either nothing, a complete vacuum, or else a 
truly all-encompassing unity, which can have no true image of itself be- 
cause it is nothing less than the grand total of all images in their inter- 
action and interrelation. 

“Unapprehended” or “imageless” become key words in the imagina- 
tive process. We glimpse a higher realm, but only briefly, and then we 
are back in the magic shadow-show of present reality. Poetry ‘creates 
anew the universe” and, as Sidney says, offers us a golden instead of a 
brazen world. But the new world is fleeting, and imagination must not 
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only create or perceive this higher world but also bolster our belief in it 
because the creation itself is ephemeral. 

In the Defence, “reason” means the calculating faculty, that which 
Reynolds had forty years earlier referred to as fostering principles 
falsely called rational—the deductive, step-by-step, logical process.”’ 
“Reason is to imagination as the body to the spirit, as the shadow to the 
substance.” In Prometheus Unbound (II. iv, 10-11), Asia reports that 
the living world contains ‘‘passion, reason, will/Imagination,” and the 
order here seems to be roughly ascending. In Hellas (795-797) a similar 
list appears. The “quick elements” of “Thought,” of the mind in gen- 
eral, appear as “Will, Passion,/Reason, Imagination,” the list again 
building to its climax. Shelley in effect replaces the Platonic nous with 
the imagination. 


PARADOXES OF THE IMAGINATION 


Shelley’s idealistic faith in the imagination presents several paradoxes 
that weighed heavily on him and were perhaps a cause of the sense of 
burden that colors part of his life. First, if the imagination is inspira- 
tional and unwilled, the poet may become an automaton. But if the poet 
is really struggling to attain an “unwilled” moment of inspiration, then 
the will does seem to be involved up to the time of that transient flash of 
insight when the veil falls away from his eyes. 

Second, Sidney had observed that while the poet “never lieth,” he 
“never afhrmeth” either. Shelley has put himself in the position of be- 
lieving that the poet does affirm something, a higher world, but there is 
no way to prove that it exists or what it is like. It must be taken on faith. 
“We know nothing. We have no evidence; we cannot express our inmost 
thoughts. They are incomprehensible even to ourselves.””* 

Shelley also faces the paradox that a faith in something naturally un- 
certain and hidden leads him in his poetry to create a world that itself is 
diffuse, sometimes abstract. He hesitates to offer something concrete 
and permanent, for that might be a permanently false guess. Above all, 
Shelley’s higher world is ‘“‘unapprehended,” a recurring word in the 
Defence. True meaning, true reality, is “veiled” and ineffable, which 
puts a seemingly impossible barrier in the way of poetry. “(How vain is 
it to think that words,” exclaims Shelley, “can penetrate the mystery of 
our being!” The poet never secures his own greatness, “and the most 
glorious poetry that has ever been communicated to the world is proba- 
bly a feeble shadow of the original conceptions of the poet.”’? Because of 
this built-in frustration, “the created poem is,” as Milton Wilson notes, 
“the purgatory of the imagination.” Shelley admits that we are left with 
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“the inmost naked beauty of the meaning never exposed.” Again, there 
is a parallel with the inner-directed idealism of Fichte who, in describ- 
ing the operation of the productive imagination (produktive Einbil- 
dungskraft), remarks that, “der Maler aus seinem Auge die vollendete 
Gestalt auf die Flache hinwirft, gleichsam hinsieht, ehe die langsamere 
Hand ihre Umrisse nachmachen kann.’”° For Shelley, the moment be- 
tween the immediate eye of the imagination and the slower execution of 
the hand is that time when the true essence of the vision partially evapo- 
rates and becomes irredeemable. 

: The final paradox for Shelley is that the creation of a diffuse, even ab- 
stract higher world—one that can never be accurately expressed in 
words—places a hazy and receeding goal before the poet. In approach- 
ing this mirage-like vision, any organic progress is in danger of disinte- 
grating. The tension between ideal and real sublimates into the ideal 
alone, and organic movement, as Hazlitt would conceive of it, is fore- 
stalled. The result can be a return to abstraction, something Shelley ab- 
horred in the language and concepts of the eighteenth century. But in 
Shelley, as in Keats and most of the high Romantics, “love,” “beauty,” 
“truth,” and similar words are becoming too crammed with meaning. 
Even “imagination” begins to have this difficulty. 

With Shelley, the imagination has plumbed mortality and is anxious 
to go beyond. It is not that Shelley was, in Keats’s phrase, “half in love 
with easeful death,” but—and it is quite a different thing—that Shelley, 
like Antony and Cleopatra, must “needs find out new heaven, new 
earth.” 


18 


WORDSWORTH 


B, the 1790s the imagination had 


become, indirectly if not directly, the central theme of poetry itself, and 
to explore it in detail would be to recapitulate the history of Romantic 
poetry. Our concern with the background and growth of the concept 
and with its more philosophical underpinnings leaves us able to touch 
on poetry as it reflects or extends these major issues. We should glance 
at Wordsworth, however familiar much of what he says is, if only be- 
cause no other poet—in his own work—offers a more explicit concept of 
the imagination. To discuss the ramifications of the subject in his poetry 
would fully re-interpret it. With a few exceptions, therefore, we shall 
confine ourselves to what he says or suggests directly about the imagina- 
tion. His poetry has been written about so extensively that to quote and 
remark about it runs the risk of cliché, but the hope is that what he says 
can be seen in the light of figures discussed in previous chapters. 
Wordsworth reflects and rephrases thinkers in the latter half of the eigh- 
teenth century, including Hartley, Gerard, Tucker, Reynolds, Reid, 
Stewart, Alison, as well as writers who, since the 1770s, had been calling 
for a “natural language of passion.” 

In one respect, Wordsworth was carrying out theories and values 
prized by many of the associationist critics he read. Not only did his 
stress on natural and passionate language belong to a critical program 
under way while Johnson was still alive, but so did his view of the imag- 
ination, at least as he conceived of it as an excited power of association 
involving ideas and emotions, stirred and compounded by memory with 
an energy that could result in an intense contemplation of the endless or 
the infinite. Coleridge, in fact, thought that Wordsworth failed to dis- 
tinguish imagination sufficiently from a keen or heightened association. 
Although the Lyrical Ballads, according to Wordsworth’s 1800 Preface, 
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propose incidents over which is thrown “‘a certain colouring of imagi- 
nation,” they make the incidents “interesting” by tracing them through 
“the primary laws of our nature: chiefly ... the manner in which we as- 
sociate ideas in a state of excitement.” This is close to a paraphrase of 
convictions voiced by Gerard, Priestley, and Alison. 

As with Coleridge and Schelling, discussion of Wordsworth’s idea of 
the imagination—and, not independently, of its relation to Cole- 
ridge’s—-becomes enriched and complicated by the flux and inconsis- 
tencies that evolved during more than fifteen years. What Wordsworth 
thought about the imagination in 1798 or 1800 is not exactly what he 
thought about it when he wrote the 1815 Preface. Coleridge charged, in 
fact, that Wordsworth expressed critical “sentiments” rather than stable 
principles. There is the further caveat, again stressed by Coleridge, that 
as with most poets (Coleridge would include himself), Wordsworth’s 
poetry does not always square with the opinions expressed in his prose. 

Yet with The Prelude we encounter a poem that is itself a Bil- 
dungsroman of the imagination, a story of its development in the poet’s 
maturing mind, and that story seems always to have been more impor- 
tant to Wordsworth than theoretical reflection on any change in his own 
critical ideas, or any attempt to correct them. “Imagination having been 
our theme,” says Wordsworth near the end of The Prelude, “This fac- 
ulty hath been the moving soul/Of our long labour.” It is as if two char- 
acters act in the poem, Wordsworth and Wordsworth’s concept of the 
imagination, which shapes his being as much as a teacher or close friend. 
Wordsworth is convinced that the imagination is a varied power allow- 
ing us to perceive nature and also to infuse our deepest feelings, sym- 
pathy, and religious faith through the material forms and experience of 
the world. He himself best describes and exemplifies that type of imagi- 
nation which he calls “meditative,” as opposed to the “dramatic” kind 
he finds supremely exemplified in Shakespeare. 

Wordsworth extricates the idea of the imagination from a philosophi- 
cal and critical atmosphere and joins the intellectual content of the idea 
to a moving narrative. This fusion of poetry with ideas, or with the cen- 
tral, ideal force behind the creation of poetry, prompted Coleridge to 
remark that Wordsworth was uniquely capable of producing “the first 
geniune philosophic poem.” The Prelude is a vindication of the attitude 
that imagination permeates life. And without this personal testament we 
would miss a closing link in this history of the idea. The Prelude does 
not, in a specifically philosophical or critical sense, say much more about 
the idea of the imagination than Akenside’s Pleasures. But the individu- 
ality and the connected experiences in The Prelude are among the rea- 
sons why it is far greater. The idea becomes humanized. Akenside’s 
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poem is an understanding and rather abstract portrait of the imagina- 
tion; The Prelude is an imaginative treatment of it. 


PERCEIVING NATURE 


We might expect Wordsworth to leap directly into the poetic and ar- 
tistic role of the imagination and elaborate little about it as a perceptive 
power. But he feels that the perceptive power is crucial and forms the 
basis of the poetic imagination. And for Wordsworth, the perceptive 
imagination is nearly equivalent to Coleridge’s primary imagination, the 
ability to form a coherent vision of the world from a jumble of sense im- 
pressions. This power of perceiving has “first-born affinities that 
fit/Our new existence to existing things.”’ In the second book of The 
Prelude he explains this awakening. Speaking of the way in which an 
infant begins to experience the world, he relates how the young mind 
coalesces feeling, impressions, and objects into larger wholes until, re- 
creating the “active universe” within itself, the growing mind becomes 
‘‘an agent of the one great mind.” This is close to Coleridge’s description 
of the primary imagination as the “prime Agent of all human Percep- 
tion,” which in the finite mind repeats “the eternal act of creation in the 
infinite 1 AM.”? Wordsworth and Coleridge are squarely in the eigh- 
teenth-century tradition of viewing the imagination on several levels. 

In the 1815 Preface, Wordsworth refers to “one of the earliest pro- 
cesses of Nature in the development of this faculty.” Guided by his own 
“primary consciousnesses,” he undertakes to show how internal feelings 
cooperate ‘“‘with external accidents to plant... images of sound and 
sight, in the celestial soil of the Imagination.”? The child who experi- 
ences this awakening in the first exercise of the imaginative faculty ‘“‘is 
surprised into a perception” of images, which the poem describes. And 
this perception is also an act of creation, “the first Poetic spirit of our 
human life.” Tracing this process in The Prelude, he speaks first about 
an infant: 


his mind 
Even in the first trial of its powers 
Is prompt and watchful, eager to combine 
In one appearance, all the elements 
And parts of the same object, else detach’d 
And loth to coalesce. 


Even as an agent of the one great mind, 
Creates, creator and receiver both, 
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Working but in alliance with the works 
Which it beholds.—Such, verily is the first 
Poetic spirit of our human life. 


NATURE AND SELF ENTWINED 


Perceiving nature as both “creator and receiver,” the mind associates 
the particulars of the world with inner feelings and sentiments. In the 
passage quoted just above, the infant is resting in its mother’s arms, and 
from her “his soul/Doth gather passion.”* Her “feelings pass into his 
torpid life/Like an awakening breeze,” or like that “corresponding mild 
creative breeze,” that “vital breeze” which Wordsworth invokes at the 
beginning of the poem. These feelings and emotional attachments the 
infant passes on to his perception of the world; he feels at one with na- 
ture. The association of ideas or aesthetic values with nature becomes, as 
with Hazlitt, an association of feelings. The bond between feelings and 
the “‘beauteous forms” of nature is intrinsic. There are 

first-born affinities that fit 
Our new existence to existing things, 


And, in our dawn of being, constitute 
The bond of union betwixt life and joy.® 


In the passage where Wordsworth steals a skiff on Ullswater and rows 
out into the lake, the huge crag that looms up and seems to stride after 
and rebuke him takes on a living force. At the end of the passage he ad- 
dresses the “Wisdom and Spirit of the Universe,” saying that not in vain 
didst Thou intertwine for me 

The passions that build up our human Soul 

... with high objects, with enduring things, 

With life and nature, purifying thus 

The elements of feeling and of thought.’ 

Nature becomes more than the physical object of perception; there is, 
in “‘all the mighty world/of eye and ear,” not only “what they ... per- 
ceive” but “what they half create.” The mind becomes aware of a higher 
spirit that communes both with all “thinking things” and with all ‘“‘ob- 
jects of thought.” So the bond of associated feelings between the soul 
and the forms of nature embodies those feelings in those very forms and 
discovers a spirit and creation that underlies both man and nature. As 
Wordsworth puts it in the 1800 Preface, “The passions of men are in- 
corporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature.”® The 
imagination is here “endowing and modifying” nature; it is humanizing 
nature. While Wordsworth was in his teens, his imagination attained a 
self-conscious power to mingle the forms of nature with passions, a self- 
consciousness absent in the infant: 
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A plastic power 

Abode with me, a forming hand... 
A local spirit of its own... 

... but for the most 
Subservient strictly to the external things 
With which it commun’d. An auxiliar light 
Came from my mind which on the setting sun 
Bestow’d new splendor... 
... and the midnight storm 
Grew darker in the presence of my eye.” 


Here the imagination acts as “an auxiliar light,” intensifying what is 
seen, ‘“Coercing all things into sympathy,” so that “To unorganic na- 
tures,” says Wordsworth, “I transferr’d/My own enjoyments.”’'® 

This modifying and humanizing power simultaneously lends to and 
finds in nature a moral sense, which Wordsworth recognizes as: 


The anchor of my purest thoughts, the muse, 
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 
Of all my moral being.'! 


Here he is rooted directly in the eighteenth-century associationist and 
sympathetic tradition, but expressing it in an urgent and personal voice. 
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Burke, Smith, and Priestley had never offered 
such a particular and local testimony: 


To every natural form, rock, fruit or flower, 
Even the loose stones that cover the high-way, 
I gave a moral life, I saw them feel, 

Or link’d them to some feeling.’” 


We also receive and give back again in mutual flow with nature, the 
poetic power being active and passive alike.'? One of Wordsworth’s 
great contributions is to show that even as our imaginations create and 
interpret nature, so in a simultaneous reciprocity nature channels the 
force of our imaginations. Nature is like the imaginative mind in that it, 
too, becomes active and passive. The human mind and human form, as 
well as the forms of nature, become capable of a mutual spirituality. 
This is achieved essentially by the sympathetic power of the imagina- 
tion, by “primal sympathy.” One of the recurring words in Words- 
worth’s poetry and criticism, the “forms” of nature, had been used sig- 
nificantly not only by Burke and early associationists but by Alison in 
his Principles of Taste (1790). There Alison stated that in perceiving 
natural and aesthetic “forms,” we sympathize with them, and they be- 
come beautiful “because we identify” with their shape and motion. In 
addition, Alison noted that the natural world, “by leading our imagina- 
tions,” encourages us to associate immediate sensations with earlier ex- 
periences. These psychological and aesthetic observations emerge as 
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major principles of organization and meaning in poems like Tintern 
Abbey and The Prelude. Wordsworth emphasizes that the process of in- 
wardly creating and receiving natural forms becomes habitual. Through 
it the poet finds what is most affecting and “really important to men.” 
Thus, “by the repetition and continuance of this act feelings connected 
with important subjects will be nourished, till... by obeying... the 
impulses of those habits we shall describe objects and utter senti- 
ments... in such connection with each other, that the understand- 
ing... must necessarily be... enlightened... and... ameliorated.”!* 

Later, in his 1815 Preface, Wordsworth mentions more specifically 
how individual images become symbolic and laden with a felt meaning: 
“O Cuckoo! shall I call thee Bird,/Or but a wandering Voice?” In these 
familiar lines the imagination formulates such a question because it re- 
members constantly hearing the bird in spring but seldom seeing it. 
Such “processes of imagination,” which lead to calling the bird “a wan- 
dering Voice,” are “carried on either by conferring additional properties 
upon an object, or abstracting from it some of those which it actually 
possesses, and thus enabling it to react upon the mind which hath per- 
formed the process, like a new existence.” Imagination, in this sense, 
“has no reference to images that are merely a faithful copy ... but is a 
word ... denoting operations of the mind upon those objects.”’’ 

On a higher plane, Wordsworth conceives of the imagination as 
working upon several objects or characters in combination, connecting 
and opposing them even as it alters them singly. ““Take . . . images sepa- 
rately, and how unaffecting the picture compared with that produced by 
their being thus connected with, and opposed to, each other!” 


“As a huge stone is sometimes seen to lie 

Couched on the bald top of an eminence, 

Wonder to all who do the same espy 

By what means it could thither come, and whence, 
So that it seems a thing endued with sense, 

Like a sea-beast crawled forth, which on a shelf 
Of rock or sand reposeth, there to sun himself. 


Such seemed this Man; not all alive or dead 
Nor all asleep, in his extreme old age. 
Motionless as a cloud the old Man stood, 

That heareth not the loud winds when they call, 
And moveth altogether if it move at all.” 


In these images, the conferring, the abstracting, and the modifying 
powers of the Imagination . . . are all brought into conjunction. The stone 
is endowed with something of the power of life to approximate it 
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to the sea-beast; and the sea-beast stripped of some of its vital qualities to 
assimilate it to the stone; which intermediate image is thus treated for the 
purpose of bringing the original image, that of the stone, to a nearer re- 
semblance to the figure and condition of the aged Man; who is divested of 
so much of the indications of life and motion as to bring him to the point 
where the two objects unite and coalesce . . . After what has been said, the 
image of the cloud need not be commented upon.'® 


VISIONARY POWER 


After this last example in the 1815 Preface, Wordsworth abruptly 
asks, ‘Thus far of an endowing or modifying power” in one or several 
images, “but the Imagination also shapes and creates; and how?” Archi- 
tectonic and planning, the highest poetic power brings all things to bear 
on one, “consolidating numbers into unity, and dissolving and separat- 
ing unity into number,” phrases similar to those in Coleridge’s defini- 
tion of the secondary imagination. For Wordsworth, the “visionary 
power” is a symbolic picture of life, feelings, and nature as they are in 
sympathy with each other. It is connected, in unbroken progression, to 
the original and simple act of perception, the primary or “first/Poetic 
spirit of our human life.” The creative power is not different in kind 
from our waking power of perception that already “half creates.” 
Wordsworth approximates Coleridge’s remark that the secondary imagi- 
nation is different not in kind but only in the degree and mode of its op- 
eration. In Book XIII of The Prelude Wordsworth describes the per- 
ceptive imagination, which “even the grossest minds must see and hear” 
and which “Nature ... Thrusts ... upon the senses,” as 


a genuine Counterpart 
And Brother of the glorious faculty 
Which higher minds bear with them as their own. 


This glorious faculty of the poet deals with “all objects of the universe” 
as an aesthetic, human, and emotional experience. Those who possess 
this faculty “for themselves create/A like existence” in their own works 
of art.!’ 

Coleridge (among, as we have seen, others) states that the poetic or 
secondary imagination is “co-existing with the conscious will.” Simi- 
larly, relating how his own poetic power grew and how he became con- 
scious of “the works of art,” Wordsworth speaks of the images and 
“shapes of human life” and explains that “A wilfulness of fancy and 
conceit ... gave them new importance to the mind.” Then 
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that first poetic Faculty 
Of plain imagination and severe 


Began to have some promptings to put on 
A visible shape, and to the works of art, 
The notions and the images of books 

Did knowingly conform itself.'* 


Like Coleridge, Schelling, and Gerard, Wordsworth uses as one crite- 
rion for distinguishing the primary from the secondary level of imagina- 
tion the fact that the secondary or poetic power is “knowingly guided, 
at least in part, and has a “wilfulness” grafted upon it. 

But how, in more specific terms, does the imagination “create?” As 
Wordsworth says, “From touch of this new power/Nothing was safe.” 
It intensifies and endows every situation with feeling and drama. It 
magnifies and joins perceptions into new life; it creates actions more 
distilled and concentrated than those which actually occur, yet the ac- 
tions it creates are plausible. There is a sense now that the imaginative 
power is of a different kind than heightened or intensified association. 
The visionary power transforms a character or an object. “Then com- 
mon death was none,” continues Wordsworth, and the “tragic” was 
“super-tragic, else left short.” Imagination builds the thick texture of 
one powerful experience, which touches on and draws from myriad cir- 
cumstances: 

Then, if a Widow, staggering with the blow 

Of her distress, was known to have made her way 
To the cold grave in which her Husband slept, 
One night, or haply more than one... 


The fact was caught at greedily, and there 

She was a visitant the whole year through, 
Wetting the turf with never-ending tears, 

And all the storms of Heaven must beat on her.!” 


Catching the widow’s plight “greedily,” the creative power becomes 
obsessed and is engaged completely and willfully. It magnifies the situa- 
tion and makes her mourn each night “the whole year through,” not just 
the one or two nights she did. It adds the touch of her “never-ending 
tears” wetting the grave, suggesting an infinite and bottomless grief, 
which is immediately echoed by a harmonious action of nature when 
“all the storms” of wind and rain must “beat on her,” with the added 
hint—by the word “Heaven” —that a terrible omnipotence is witness to 
and part of this suffering. The woman, her actions, the natural and the 
spiritual worlds, all become symbolic and archetypal in one scene and 
one expression. 

The visionary power “attends upon the motions of the winds/Embod- 
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ied in the mystery of words.” Words alone shape formless ideas into ob- 
jects and motion—the explanation goes back to Theseus’ “lovers, luna- 
tics, and poets” speech, which Wordsworth paraphrases in the 1815 
Preface. Words are a mysterious force approximating Coleridge’s labo- 
ratory of the imagination where essence is elaborated into existence. Of 
this mystery Wordsworth says: 


There darkness makes abode, and all the host 
Of shadowy things do work their changes there 
Even forms and substances are circumfused 
By that transparent veil with light divine; 


And through the turnings intricate of verse, 
Present themselves as objects recognis’d, 
In flashes, and with a glory scarce their own.* 


In the 1815 Preface Wordsworth explains this effect of single words 
and of their larger composition, citing the simile from Paradise Lost (II, 
636-643): 


“As when far off at sea a fleet descried 

Hangs in the clouds, by equinoctial winds 

Close sailing from Bengala, or the isles 

Of Ternate or Tidore, whence merchants bring 
Their spicy drugs; they on the trading flood 
Through the wide Ethiopian to the Cape 

Ply, stemming nightly toward the Pole: so seemed 
Far off the flying Fiend.” 


Here is the full strength of the imagination involved in the word hangs, 
and exerted upon the whole image: First, the fleet, an aggregate of many 
ships, is represented as one mighty person, whose track, we know and 
feel, is upon the waters; but, taking advantage of its appearance to the 
senses, the Poet dares to represent it as hanging in the clouds, both for the 
gratification of the mind in contemplating the image itself, and in refer- 
ence to the motion and appearance of the sublime object to which it is 
compared. 


But not only does the word “hangs” carry special power, the whole pas- 
sage vibrates with an interwoven use of language, in which Wordsworth 
sees the technical mastery of imagination in the creation of specific ef- 
fects: 


When the compact Fleet, as one Person, has been introduced “Sailing 
from Bengala,” “They,” i.e. the “merchants,” representing the fleet re- 
solved into a multitude of ships, “ply” their voyage towards the extrem- 
ities of the earth: “So,” (referring to the word “As” in the commence- 


* This passage (V, 598-605) may be compared closely with the letter from a friend in 
Chapter 13 of the Biographia, the paragraph beginning “The effect on my feelings.” 
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ment) “seemed the flying Fiend:” the image of his Person acting to re- 
combine the multitude of ships into one body,—the point from which the 
comparison set out. ‘““So seemed,” and to whom seemed? To the heavenly 
Muse who dictates the poem, to the eye of the Poet’s mind, and to that of 
the Reader, present at one moment in the wide Ethiopian, and the next in 
the solitudes, then first broken in upon, of the infernal regions!”° 


FANCY AND “MEDITATIVE” AND “DRAMATIC” IMAGINATION 


Wordsworth adds little to the distinctions between fancy and imagi- 
nation mentioned above in chapter 13. He stresses that fancy deals with 
the fixed and unmodified (Coleridge’s “‘fixities and definites’”), while 
imagination creates from “the plastic, the pliant, and the infinite.” But in 
the 1815 Preface, where his remarks on fancy and imagination mainly 
appear, he does make one interesting point. The effect of fancy is largely 
one of “rapidity and profusion.” Its power is a sparkling surface play, 
transient and “evanescent.” Whereas fancy works with this “temporal” 
succession, imagination guides us to the “eternal.” Thus, imagination 
“leaves it to Fancy to describe Queen Mab as coming ‘In shape no big- 
ger than an agate-stone/On the fore-finger of an alderman.’ ” Fancy cir- 
cumscribes; imagination expands. Imagination “does not tell you that 
her gigantic Angel was Pompey’s Pillar ... or that his dimensions 
equalled those of Teneriffe or Atlas;—because these ... are bounded: 
The expression is, ‘His stature reached the sky!’ ... When the imagina- 
tion frames a comparison ... it ... grows—and continues to grow— 
upon the mind.””! 

Just as important as these remarks on fancy and imagination is 
Wordsworth’s division of poetic genius. In the one category of “‘enthusi- 
astic and meditative Imagination” he puts Hebrew Scripture, Milton, 
and Spenser. “Of the human and dramatic Imagination,” on the other 
hand, “the works of Shakespeare are an inexhaustible source.” Then 
Wordsworth asserts somewhat defensively, perhaps smarting from 
Hazlitt’s criticism of him, that he has tried to turn the imagination 
“upon its worthiest objects, the external universe, the moral and reli- 
gious sentiments of Man, his natural affections, and his acquired pas- 
sions.” But he does not volunteer to place himself in either of his own 
two categories, perhaps because his contemporaries were already draw- 
ing the conclusion for him.” 


THE SPIRITUALLY SYMBOLIC: LOVE 


Late in life, on July 1, 1845, Wordsworth wrote to Henry Reed, a 
Philadelphian who edited Wordsworth’s poems for American publica- 
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tion, that “what I should myself most value in my attempts” is “the spir- 
ituality with which I have endeavoured to invest the material Universe, 
and the moral relation under which I have wished to exhibit its most or- 
dinary appearances.” This comes in the context of a long retrospect on 
English poets since the later eighteenth century. Investing the material 
universe with a spirituality was, for Wordsworth, a unique calling of the 
imagination. This calling, and the pantheistic sensibility it produces, 
animate those two sublime moments in The Prelude, crossing the Alps 
at Simplon Pass and climbing Mt. Snowden. After he describes crossing 
the alpine pass, Wordsworth launches into the apostrophe, ‘“‘Imagina- 
tion!” 

In all the might of its endowments, came 

Athwart me... 


... in such visitings 
Of awful promise, when the light of sense 
Goes out in flashes, that have shown to us 
The invisible world, doth Greatness make abode. 


He turns to the most concrete things and sees them as symbols of spir- 
itual feelings. The woods, waterfalls, and winds, the torrents, crags, and 
rocks—all, “As if a voice was in them,” are 


like workings of one mind, the features 
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree, 
Characters of the great Apocalypse, 
The types and symbols of Eternity.”? 


And in this vision the self is lifted to the divine because man and a holy 
spirit are merging in nature, in what Wordsworth elsewhere calls this 
“new world” that the imagination creates, perhaps echoing Shake- 
speare’s ‘‘brave new world,” a new world in which we experience a 
unity of “action from within and from without,” where one power 
dwells in both “the object seen, and eye that sees.” Here is the complete 
union of the internal and subjective with the external and objective, the 
deepest sympathy.”* 

Ultimately this is not a power of knowing, in the sense of knowing the 
laws of chemistry or of the marketplace. It is the power of moral faith 
and passion reflected in that last line of the sonnet concluding the series 
on the River Duddon: ‘“‘We feel that we are greater than we know.” 
Wordsworth links the imagination with reason and passion until the 
three become one: 

Imagination, which, in truth, 
Is but another name for absolute power 


And clearest insight, amplitude of mind, 
And Reason in her most exalted mood. 
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... truth 
By reason built, or passion, which itself 
Is highest reason in a soul sublime.” 


But at the mystic height of the imaginative power, it becomes so all- 
binding in its religious, sympathetic, and moral character that it can be 
compared with and can stand with only one other human and divine 
quality, love. The same transformation into or identification of the imag- 
ination with love occurs in Shelley, Schelling, and to some extent in 
Keats and Coleridge. This final reach of the imagination, long suggested 
by eighteenth-century thinkers who trusted the role of the imagination 
in faith (Arbuckle, Akenside, Hartley, Hutcheson, Gerard, Priestley, 
Duff, Reynolds, and Brown) is now expressed without reservation. Our 
“spiritual Love,” says Wordsworth, “acts not nor can exist/Without 
Imagination.” In mankind we find “‘an object ... Of pure imagination, 
and of love.” The strongest statement about imagination and love 
comes when they are envisioned as merging into one: 


Imagination having been our theme, 

So also hath that intellectual Love, 

For they are each in each, and cannot stand 
Dividually.”’ 


Imagination is the perceiving and creating of whatever is outside the 
self, and love is our attachment to those perceptions and creations—and 
both love and imagination, as one force and one feeling, are necessary 
if life and being, whether Supreme or human, are to find hope and 
joy. This ineffable benevolence of “Imagination—here the Power so 
called/Through sad incompetence of human speech,””® represents the 
upward limit of the idea as a theme for both philosophy and poetry. 


19 


GOETHE AND KEATS 


0 Abrus Goethe was forty-six 


years old at the time of Keats’s birth in 1795 and lived for eleven years 
after Keats’s death in 1821, it was in the space of only five years that the 
young Keats began to discover and treat the imagination in a way re- 
markably similar to the one pursued by Goethe for over fifty. Though a 
man’s years be short, remarks Bacon, his hours may have been long. 
There are naturally great differences between the two poets, differences 
in temperament, talent, and style, which cannot be explained by nation- 
ality or simply by Goethe’s longevity contrasted with Keats’s premature 
death. Apparently, neither read anything the other wrote. To place 
them together may seem a capricious or violent yoking, but in their hope 
and regard for the imagination we find an uncanny correspondence, a set 
of elective affinities. 

Keats and Goethe share an inescapable and powerful attraction to the 
imaginative life, to the life of poetic creation, which Goethe, as had 
many before him, calls a “divine gift.” But co-existing with their trust 
and enthusiasm is an intense and even painful awareness that instead of 
reconciling the poetic or ideal world with reality, with what Keats calls 
“the van of circumstance,” the imagination can further separate the two 
and deceive the psyche. Perhaps no one since Johnson better expresses 
this combined love and suspicion of the imagination than Goethe and 
Keats. Their wary attitude is heightened by the presence of their own 
massively powerful imaginative minds, their ability to create a passion- 
ate vision. We see this even in their early works. Endymion seeks the 
unattainable—as we all seek ‘“‘to burst our mortal bars,” and finds that 
this can be done only by accepting the “real” of the world. Young 
Werther likewise pursues an impossible object, one that he frankly 
admits he has magnified in his own imagination, and ends in a mixture 
of joy and triumphant hope, riddled at last with despair, paralysis, and 
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suicide. Had Werther and Endymion lacked imagination, the drama and 
tension in the two works would evaporate. Goethe and Keats are pre- 
eminently poets of the drama of experience treated imaginatively, the 
polarity of a life shaped ideally by the imagination but one that also 
senses it cannot flee reality “on the viewless wings of poesy.” 

A central theme in both poets is the individual imagination caught in 
the intractable conditions of a fallen world, a theme that includes the in- 
volvement of the poet in his art and the struggle of his self-conscious 
imagination to escape its own subjectivity, so tempted by the ease of 
self-expression in poetry, and to attain some sort of objectivity or truth. 
But this “escape” may be only part of a larger and more sinister artistic 
illusion or escapism. Keats and Goethe affirm that one of the great de- 
bates expressed by art and art alone is the debate between life and art 
itself, that is, the strife and creative friction generated by the encounter 
of the creative imagination with experience, and literally the danger 
(ex-periculo) of facing life devoid of art. To a large degree, works like 
Goethe’s Faust and Keats’s Lamia and The Fall of Hyperion are efforts 
in which the poets displace themselves and introduce characters, such as 
Faust or the poet-dreamer in Hyperion, whose imaginative inner life 
confronts the inevitable realities of death and cold fact. To this end 
Keats and Goethe use myths—Faust, Psyche, Hyperion, Iphigenie, 
Lamia, Endymion—in dramatizing what Keats calls the debate between 
“damnation and impassioned [imaginative] clay.” Both poets choose to 
revive and transform myths, not to create new ones in the manner of 
Blake. Perhaps this approach stems from a conviction that all lasting 
myths have as their basis not primarily an original narrative or new 
characters but an archetypal significance that endures because it repre- 
sents a deep-seated truth about human nature. Thus, there are no new 
or old myths as such, but only those that carry greater or lesser arche- 
typal weight. 

When Keats expresses belief in nothing but the “holiness of the 
Heart’s affection and the truth of Imagination,” when he calls for a “‘reg- 
ular stepping of the Imagination towards a Truth,” and when later he 
questions the value of poetry as anything but an ornament, a “Jack o 
lanthern”—and if this is so, that “it is not so fine a thing as philoso- 
phy—For the same reason that an eagle is not so fine a thing as a 
truth,”* he is touching on the core of Goethe’s own life-long debate and 


* Keats, Letters (ed. Rollins) I, 242; II, 81. On the characterization of poetry or the 
imagination as a “jack o’ lantern,” cf. Coleridge to Josiah Wedgwood (CL I 646, Nov. 1, 
1800): “Your late Governess . . . interested me a good deal; she appears to me to have been 
injured by going out of the common way without any of that Imagination, which if it be a 
Jack o’ Lanthorn to lead us out of that way is however at the same time a Torch to light us 
whither we are going. A whole Essay might be written on the Danger of thinking without 
Images.—” 
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self-evolution that led him to call his autobiography Dichtung und 
Wahrheit. The tone and more serious observations of Keats’s letters 
often sound like Goethe’s conversations with Eckermann. And when 
Keats is puzzled by a reliance on “consequetive reasoning,” since it is 
imagination that can pierce to the essence of a thing in a concrete way 
full of gusto (as he heard his friend Hazlitt describe it), and when he 
praises Wordsworth’s imagination for proceeding down the darker cor- 
ridors of experience and touching on “the burden of the mystery,” he is 
voicing the same concern we find in Goethe’s remark that a man “who 
has been brought up in the so-called exact sciences will, from the height 
of his analytical reason, not easily comprehend that there is something 
like an exact concrete imagination.” 

Goethe lived long enough to become a sage and, as George Santayana 
points out in the Introduction to his Three Philosophical Poets, 
Goethe’s poetry of experience becomes philosophic, just as philosophy 
becomes poetic, because they have together reached a level of shared 
imaginative vision that not only results from—but extends far be- 
yond—individual systems of philosophy and schools of poetry.' Keats 
realizes this, too, when he speculates that “a fine writer is the most gen- 
uine Being in the world” excepting the “human friend Philosopher,” 
but the poet also remains “a friend/To sooth the cares, and lift the 
thoughts of man.” Something more than the dreamer who is but a “‘fever 
of himself,” the poet-philosopher has the ability, the “‘negative capabil- 
ity” to create and lose himself in a vision and an achievement greater 
than himself. 


GOETHE 


Goethe did not construct a formal theory on the imagination, but his 
scattered opinions, avoiding what he might consider the quagmire of 
formulas and cumbersome system, strike at important issues. His 
thoughts on the imagination cannot be called original, though by now 
we can see how hard this would be to say of anyone. Many of his views 
have a flavor of the second half of the eighteenth century, his earlier 
years, and when he voices them in 1815 or 1825, there is nothing novel 
in their drift. But it is Goethe’s expression of the complexity of imagina- 
tion, and of its elusive nature, that we value most highly. Although he at 
times dredges up a rationalistic skepticism about the imagination, which 
Schiller shares and which recalls Johnson and Hume, Goethe realizes 
that a balance of enthusiasm and circumspection is often the wisest 
course in any human undertaking. He keeps something of a via media 
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about the imagination, from which he surveys the borders and extremes 
of the surrounding countryside. 

On the subject of the imagination Goethe is a dilettante in the early 
meaning of the word, namely a lover of the fine arts, who prefers not to 
embroil himself in the professional, specialized bustle and debates that 
are often unworthy of the effort invested in them. In the end, Goethe’s 
idea of the imagination carries an earned and practical weight; it is a 
good ballast, not so heavy that the course of the idea, which by Goethe’s 
youth was already moving with strong momentum, slows or sinks. 
Quite the contrary, a certain stability is added. 

Goethe sees the imagination as a potentially split faculty. Nothing can 
match its creative power or its grasp of the flow of experience, but when 
it is unregulated and estranged from reality, it becomes the greatest 
source of terror and even despair. No wonder young Werther, hopeful 
but half mad at the possibility of rejection by Charlotte, cries out when 
she sends a note for him to come, “Was die Einbildungskraft ftir ein 
gottliches Geschenk ist!” For Goethe, the imagination is not the supreme 
faculty but is first among equals, if only because in its central position it 
calls on all other faculties at once. In a note, apparently written about 
1828, he remarks: “The imagination actually appears to have no rules .. . 
But in possession it becomes regulated in the most manifold way 
through feeling, through moral considerations, through the need of ac- 
tion, and most happily, however, through taste, in which reason itself 
takes hold of each matter and element involved.” This is all even- 
handed, and the tone here, calling on reason, feeling, taste, and moral 
sensibility to aid the imagination, takes us back to Burke, Gerard, Reyn- 
olds, Tetens, and the kind of analysis common before 1790. Goethe’s 
point is that the imagination cannot regulate itself unless we expand its 
definition beyond all reasonable bounds. In a sense, this is the conclu- 
sion reached by Coleridge and Schelling, too. For them, imagination be- 
comes subsumed by reason, for reason contains all faculties. For Goethe, 
the “regulated” imagination stands behind Homer, Sophocles, Pindar, 
and Shakespeare. Their work is organic and whole. A “romantic” and 
“unregulated” imagination, however, throws out its phantasies in a 
more effusive poet like Klopstock.’ 

To recognize the unique law of the imagination is to understand the 
unique value of poetry. In one of the conversations with Eckermann 
(July 5, 1827), Goethe finds the French unable to grasp that the law of 
the imagination differs from that of the understanding in the same way 
that poetry differs from prose. Goethe takes much for granted; although 
he goes no further in his analysis of the poetic imagination and the prose 
understanding, he suggests the whole question of style, language, dic- 
tion, rhythm, subject-matter, and expression to have a psychological 
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basis. This same psychological stylistic haunts Coleridge, for the idea of 
imagination, as a controlling and controlled faculty, stands behind his 
attempts to define poetry and what sets it apart from prose. 


Although Goethe is far from breaking new ground, he beautifully re- 
states essential considerations. The same is true of his long description 
of the imagination, appearing in a letter of 1817 to the Grand Duchess 
Maria Paulowna, where Goethe remarks on Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason: 


Paragraph three seems to harbor a major deficiency which makes itself 
felt in the whole development of that philosophy. Here the major facul- 
ties of the mind are listed as sensation, understanding, and reason. But the 
imagination is overlooked, causing an irreparable gap. Imagination ... 
supplements sensation in the form of memory . It submits a pattern of the 
world to the understanding in the form of experience. It creates or finds 
sensuous shapes corresponding to the ideas of reason. Thus it gives life to 
the totality of the self, which would otherwise stagnate. 


Whereas imagination performs such services for its sister faculties, it is 
only through these dear kinfolk that imagination in turn is introduced to 
the realms of reality and truth. Sensation presents to it shapes of clear and 
definite contour; the understanding regulates its productive energy; and 
reason provides it with complete assurance that it is not playing with 
dream phantoms but is founded on ideas ... 


... Imagination hovers above sensation and is attracted by it. But as soon 
as imagination spies reason above, it attaches itself firmly to this highest 
guide. And thus we see the sphere of our modes completely rounded but 
infinite nevertheless, because one faculty always has need of the others 
and they all supplement each other mutually.’ 


Goethe probably did not get much beyond the first part of the Critique, 
whether he was reading the first edition of 1781 or, more likely, the sec- 
ond, 1787 edition where the imagination diminishes in importance, be- 
cause no one familiar with the Critique would make this kind of sweep- 
ing statement about its shortcomings on the imagination. More 
important, Goethe describes a multiple power. The stress on memory 
and on “a pattern ... of experience” recalls Hume, Johnson, and the 
mid-century psychologists. Goethe also characterizes the imagination 
as productive and creative, connected to both the sensuous real and the 
immaterial ideal. The imagination gives the psyche an organic unity, 
“rounded” yet “infinite” in its constant inner working and communica- 
tion. The “totality of the self” is created by imagination. Any unity of 
human life must pivot around it. By focusing on the imagination, 
Goethe, perhaps even better than Hume or Coleridge, elevates faculty 
psychology to a formidable and sophisticated picture of the mind, of life 
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itself. Kant himself never made such a clearly rounded statement about 
the imagination. 

Yet even in its potential for harmony the imagination hides something 
self-destructive. It extrapolates hopes beyond the ability of events to re- 
alize them. The imagination can “ims Leere schwdarmen,” rhapsodize in 
emptiness. As it jumps back and ahead in time, it may act on foolish de- 
sires and try to preserve what must crumble or attain what can never be. 
In this sense, its “mastery ” of time makes us slaves of delusion. Young 
Werther’s opening letter of May 4, 1771, laments how stubbornly the 
imagination magnifies human sorrows and how vulnerable it is to them: 
“the pains of man would be less if they were not—God knows why they 
are made that way—involved with so much restless activity of imagina- 
tion, recalling memories of past evils before bearing an indifferent 
present.” 

But while the past imprisons us through the imagination, the future 
does, too. In Dichtung und Wahrheit Goethe describes the natural 
human temptation to entertain hopeful projections that may be foiled: 
“Our desires are premonitions of powers that lie within us, forerunners 
of those that we shall be in a position to carry out. What we can and 
might do, our imagination presents outside ourselves and in the future; 
we feel a longing for that which we already quietly possess. Thus a pas- 
sionate apprehending of what truly may be transforms it into a dreamt 
reality.” And sometimes, a hope connecting past and future, or a sym- 
bolic image of that hope, hypnotizes the imagination and cannot be 
escaped. 

Midway in his trial of love and spirit Werther exclaims prophetically: 
“T have no other prayer than to her; no form appears to my imagination 
other than hers, and I see everything in the world around me only in re- 
lation to her .. . I often do not know whether I’m living in this world or 
not ... I see no end to this suffering but the grave.” 

The real balance of the imagination is upset by its unreal extrapola- 
tions, its tragedy, and its unregulated power then wobbles off in a colli- 
sion course with personal disaster. A delicate balance must be main- 
tained between awesome psychic forces, for the imagination deals with 
the inevitable, the probable, the possible, and the improbable all at once, 
and it must fuse these into a picture of reality that is the only basis for 
happiness. The imagination becomes “errant” in all senses of the word: 
adventuresome, bold, wandering, lost, thoroughgoing, treacherous, low, 
and noble. No matter what it presents—and we cannot afford to ignore 
what it presents to us, that is the catch—it blurs and fuzzes the edges: 
“Our imagination is not able even once to give the form of something 
seen truly, or to conjure up beautiful objects faithfully; always the pre- 
sentation will contain something misty and indistinct.”* 
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This essential message is similar to what Keats says about the life of 
the imagination in Lamia and the odes. Art is a mixed blessing, what 
Goethe calls ‘an illusive waking dream, hovering back and forth.” The 
phrase recalls Keats’s mention of Adam’s ‘waking dream,” which he 
woke to find true. With luck we can arrive at “‘a truthfulness of the imag- 
ination,” a state in which imagination goes beyond the mere reordering 
of facts but, in its transformation of them, never forgets the principles 
and laws upon which those facts are built.° The imagination can extend 
reality into the realm of the possible; it can realize the potential of ideas 
and of desires if it is willing to cast an eye on what determining laws and 
experiences have already shaped and must continue to shape, on what 
Keats calls “the van of circumstance.” The imagination thus acts both as 
an emissary between the empirical and the concrete and as an ideal vi- 
sion of the future, of new knowledge that might be revealed. In a con- 
versation with Eckermann on January 27, 1830, Goethe describes this 
kind of imagination as it applies to scientific and natural studies, to the 
Naturforscher, but the implication of his statements can be broadened 
to every endeavor: “I do not mean the imagination that wanders in a 
vague state and concocts things that do not exist; but . . . the imagination 
that .. . anticipating the measure of the real and of what is known, pro- 
ceeds to probable things. Thus it may test whether this anticipation also 
be possible ... Such an imagination assumes, however, a broad and 
even-tempered mind disposed to a large overview of the living world 
and its laws.” 

The danger is that in everyday life, especially in contacts with other 
people, the imagination will rush to paint what we do not have in rosy 
colors, as if what we are not and what we lack would be, if only we had 
them, a source of happiness. Goethe, in this particular angle of his vi- 
sion, illuminates, with Hume and Johnson, the heart of human psychol- 
ogy. There is one kind of imagination that projects itself outward, be- 
lieving that if only its present state were changed, then pleasure would 
result. This kind of imagination can ignite envy, covetousness, or the 
canker of dissatisfaction. The creative imagination of art, often fash- 
ioning a pleasant, escapist world, can actually intensify this tendency. 
“Our imagination,” says Werther “fed by the fantastical images of po- 
etry, constructs an order of being in which we are the lowest and every- 
thing outside of us appears more noble, everyone else of more scope... 
We feel so often that ... what we lack appears to us to be possessed by 
another, to whom we then give everything we have for it, and, on top of 
that, a certain ideal comfort.” 

But we can escape such subjectivity and see the world and ourselves 
for what they are, according to Goethe, only through art itself. But the 
art must draw on the other kind of imagination that opens us to experi- 
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ence, that informs our hearts and minds with truth. Art based on this 
kind of imagination reaches our “inner sense,” Leibniz’s “‘sens interne,” 
and exposes us completely to the outside world. This is the familiar 
theme of fusing subjective and objective, releasing the self from the pit 
of its own experience, opening it to other experiencing natures. 

Goethe, like so many British writers, turns to Shakespeare for this 
consummate and freeing act of artistic imagination. Shakespeare offers, 
as Johnson said, “the stability of truth”; that is, he presents people and 
things as they are, even if they are changing and in flux. And Shake- 
speare offers this truth to our inner being, our inner sense, through the 
imagination. Just as the imagination may be the most misleading and se- 
ductive of powers, so it can be the most delightful and attractive in pre- 
senting truths that would otherwise be lifeless and lacking in that dra- 
matic human interest which makes us want to apply them to our own 
conduct. Just as Goethe’s poetry was described by himself as “occa- 
sional,” that is, prompted by his own experience, so the imagination is 
not an abstract but an occasional faculty prompted by experience, but 
able to extend and transcend it: “Now all throughout, Shakespeare 
speaks to our inner sense; through this [sense] likewise exists the meta- 
phoric world of the imagination, where consequently there arises an in- 
tegral work about which we are unable to give ourselves a proper reck- 
oning.”” 

Goethe distinguishes between the imagination and two other quali- 
ties. One is Geftihl (passion or feeling) and Fichte stresses the differ- 
ence between imagination and feeling or emotion even more than 
Goethe; it is even possible that Goethe took the idea from Fichte. The 
other distinction Goethe makes is between imagination and fancy 
(Phantasie). Although Goethe sometimes uses Einbildungskraft and 
Phantasie synonymously, at other times he emphasizes a difference be- 
tween them. In all of these instances fancy is a more general and unreg- 
ulated power, incapable of the unifying and productive strength of 
imagination. Goethe, in a conversation of 1817, speaks of “Fancy, which 
binds together the most unlikely things and magnifies one circumstance 
by another.” This follows earlier German discussions and many English 
definitions in attributing to fancy an associative or connecting power, 
but not the highest power to blend images into new wholes. Phantas- 
tisch (fantastical) for Goethe has the connotation of something com- 
pletely unreal, a figment of the imagination. In another context, he 
clearly intends a difference between fancy and imagination. Art that is 
bad is not just a product of fancy; it is a twisted use of the stronger 
power of imagination and thus something that must be attacked and 
criticized intelligently because of its perverse unity. ‘““There is a unique- 


Goethe and Keats 285 


ness of the worst kind,” says Goethe about Auguste Jacobi’s work, 
“owing to fancy or, even more, to imagination.’ 

Goethe, like Fichte, does not really oppose feeling to imagination. 
They work to one end. Perhaps because Kant and Tetens had not dealt 
much with the passionate side of the imagination, and perhaps because 
Tetens and other Germans, even Herder, had not emphasized the emo- 
tionality of the imagination, this “split” was bound to come about. But 
Goethe is essentially trying to heal it. Most of his references to the two 
together view them as allies, working in tandem.’ This line of thought 
may be behind Coleridge’s attempt to formulate a new German word, 
“Einbildungsgeftuhl,” a power of feeling that unifies what it creates. 


KEATS AND “THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE IMAGINATION” 


By the last half of the century, critics had renovated the belief that the 
poet could produce another world, a re-creation of experience, a 
“higher” realm of overflowing riches, symbols, and mystery, where 
myths are born to ravish the sensuous mind. But the Enlightenment had 
added a new dimension to this belief. Responsibility for creating this 
other world was now falling exclusively to the imagination. Among 
English writers in the succeeding generation, Keats seemed pre-emi- 
nently gifted to shape this poetic world and to transform the critical 
hope of the Enlightenment into a tangible accomplishment. His richness 
of phrasing, sensuous density, and power to surprise and gratify the 
imagination could seduce both thought and feeling and carry them to 
“magic casements, opening on the foam/Of perilous seas, in faery lands 
forlorn.” 

Keats felt that the overwhelming concern of the modern poet was to 
find new ways to pry open and exploit new opportunities. The persis- 
tent and major concern of Keats’s poetry becomes the imagination itself, 
its uses and pitfalls. We cannot condense the development of his own 
imagination here, but we shall look at four different themes concerning 
the imagination that jostle and mix in his thought in a self-transforming 
process. 

The first theme is sympathy or empathy, which for Keats is an imagi- 
native identification so intense that the essence or being of a thing sud- 
denly comes upon us with wonder, as if we were seeing it for the first 
time and beholding its multiple relations to the universe at large all 
compacted and implied almost instantaneously. Yet Keats wonders 
whether this fine energy is a sufficient goal for poetry, and whether the 
imagination should rather seek truths to lighten and guide the life of the 
individual heart. 
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The second major theme is that even as the power of identification 
produced striking effects, it brought Keats to question—especially with 
the example of Wordsworth in front of him—the nature of individual 
identity and of the inner, dramatic life of the psyche, as opposed to the 
poet who identifies with so many subjects so intensely that his own 
character is neutralized or “annihilated.” Influenced by Hazlitt, Keats 
realized that the power of identification and the energies it captures, 
however ‘“‘fine,” are morally neutral. The imagination gives an artist 
freedom but does not define what he shall serve. The poet’s imagination 
ought to become wise and “philosophic.” It should explore all avenues 
of experience, including the one where we can no longer identify with 
each person and each thing but must settle on some ideas or “truths,” 
some guides for conduct in life that sift and judge experience and that 
note the qualities of people beyond their raw energy and immediate fas- 
cination. 

The third theme is the dangers of the imagination. Keats was su- 
premely talented and bravely committed to earn his livelihood by writ- 
ing poetry. His personal risk and insight add weight to his treatment of 
the pitfalls of the imagination in a way no mere theorist can duplicate. In 
his great odes he creates symbols that the imagination can use to debate 
with itself its own value, to represent the creative process as art itself, 
and to engage its own powers in a quest for self-justification. Keats re- 
turns to a concern with illusion and reality. He contrasts the pure 
dreamer who is but “‘a fever of himself” with the wise poet who becomes 
“a friend/To sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man.” 

The fourth theme is the several ways in which, Keats hoped, the 
imaginative power can wrestle down its own darker side and reconcile 
the opposites and contrarieties of experience. In this category are the 
poet’s own evolution, a sense of organic process, myth, and the hope that 
writing poetry might actually be the best way for the imagination to 
work out its own salvation and to purify human motives at large. 


SYMPATHY AND INTENSITY 


Keats had himself a vigorous sympathetic imagination and immedi- 
ately recognized and prized this ability in other poets. His evocative and 
suggestive language and his vivid concreteness facilitate and express a 
sympathy with the natural world and, to a lesser extent because of the 
genres in which he wrote, with the characters he creates. His sympa- 
thetic imagination surfaces habitually in descriptions loaded with a 
Shakespearean weight of phrase and epithet. After all, even when it 
transcends the sensuous, the imagination must bring sense images into 
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play and appeal to the ear and the inner eye. The force and sudden won- 
der of poetry, its delight and grasp of reality, depend on “intensity,” or 
what Hazlitt called “gusto.” Cowden Clarke describes reading the 
Faerie Queene with Keats, then still in his teens. A line excited him, re- 
ports Clarke, and “He hoisted himself up and looked burly and domi- 
nant, as he said, ‘what an image that is—‘sea-shouldering whales!” ” In 
playful “concerts” with friends, Keats delighted in mimicking the low 
and melancholy sounds and the ungainly shape of the bassoon. He once 
remarked that “if a Sparrow come before my Window I take part in its 
existence and pick about the Gravel.” At another time, according to his 
friend Richard Woodhouse, Keats might feel himself a billiard ball and 
get ‘‘a sense of delight from its own roundness, smoothness, volubility, 
& the rapidity of its motion.”'® 

In the intense and immediate act of reaching out of the self, the poet’s 
words capture the naturalness of things and unobtrusively entice the 
mind to relish them. In a passage from his letters, reminiscent of 
Wordsworth’s Lucy poems, Keats’s own imagination seems to feel na- 
ture directly and translate life into a universe of open possibilities: ““The 
roaring of the wind is my wife and the Stars through the window pane 
are my Children ... I feel more and more ... as my imagination 
strengthens, that I do not live in this world alone but in a thousand 
worlds.” 

The imagination can identify with ideas and events, too; it leaps the 
barriers of time and space. Keats expresses this adventure for himself: 
“Now to me manners and customs long since passed . . . among the Bab- 
ylonians or the Bactrians are as real, or even more real than those among 
which I now live.”"! 

Shakespeare was for Keats the supreme example of sympathetic imag- 
ination. “He has left nothing to say about nothing or any thing,” com- 
plains Keats in something between jovial mock-despair and real worry. 
“For look at Snails, you know what he says about Snails. . . this is in the 
Venus and Adonis: 


As the snail, whose tender horns being hit, 
Shrinks back into his shelly cave with pain, 
And there all smothered up in shade doth sit, 
Long after fearing to put forth again.” 


And a few months later Keats, transferring the image to an aesthetic 
idea, speaks of a “trembling delicate and snail-horn perception of 
Beauty.” Only with “gusto” or “intensity” can the imagination achieve 
the breathless astonishment of its greatest effects. The poet “lives in 
gusto,” for intensity or power of presentation elevates even the painful 
and tragic to a vital energy and provides a cathartic effect. ““The excel- 
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lence of every Art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables 
evaporate ... Examine King Lear & you will find this exemplified 
throughout.” ”” 

Keats realizes that imaginative identification can nullify his own char- 
acter in a way similar to Shaftesbury’s ideal poet. “Men of genius,” he 
says in a letter of October 27, 1818, “‘are great as certain ethereal Chemi- 
cals operating on the Mass of neutral intellect—but they have not any 
individuality, any determined character.” The identities of other people 
“pressed” upon his own. The real poet is a ““chameleon”—an image 
Hazlitt also used—changing to fit his surroundings, “the most unpoeti- 
cal of all God’s creatures.” This is one possible gift of the imagination: 
that it merges the self in the world so fully that the self may cease to 
exist, and the resulting vision become infinitely more clear, having lost 
the sullied accidents and inevitable restrictions of the ego. “It is a 
wretched thing to confess,” Keats writes, “but is a very fact that not one 
word I ever utter can be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of 
my identical nature—how can it be, when I have no nature?” The dra- 
matic poet especially has no identity. Living individually and sub specie 
genera, objective through the sum total of all subjective possibilities, his 
imagination can create and assume any identity. In this frame of mind 
Keats looked to ‘“‘a famous gradus ad Parnassum altissimus— ... the 
writing of a few fine Plays—my greatest ambition.””’ 


NEGATIVE CAPABILITY AND THE QUESTION OF IDENTITY 


Keats maintains that as soon as we lose our identity, we lose our 
world-view; our established picture of reality slips away, and poetry 
simply generates a series of intense moments. This approach to art af- 
fords the mind intellectual and aesthetic freedom. No subject is rejected 
out of hand. Each idea conjures up its opposite, and we need not decide 
between the two. We probe all explanations for what goes on in the 
world, which is more educational in the true sense of the word. We are 
thrown, as Keats said, into life’s fluid “uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, 
without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”'* No formulas or 
analytic molds, none of what Reynolds referred to as “principles falsely 
called rational” and what Keats calls ““consequitive reasoning,” can then 
warp our outlook. Truth is so elusive that an irritable reaching after it, a 
hot pursuit of certainty, only estranges what we seek and crushes what 
we grasp for too tightly. 

But Keats, being utterly true to this attitude of “Negative Capabil- 
ity,” begins to wonder whether it really is the best course for the imagi- 
nation. One could perhaps be too positive about zt? The imagination, 
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after wandering in delightful regions and intense feelings, often of its 
own making, might grow jaded and cut off from a balanced overview of 
life. It might enjoy an absolutely unconfined scope, but to what end? A 
lifetime of such an existence could terrify the soul, which would still 
face only doubt and uncertainties at death. To give the imagination free 
reign to annihilate values and identity was to slide toward nihilism. 
Even Shakespeare’s sonnets brimmed with a sincere self—sonnets that 
Wordsworth called the “key” with which “Shakespeare unlocked his 
heart.” 

Although Keats looked askance at the pompous certainties and smug 
prejudices of some, the fetishes they carried to ward off troubles and 
even truth, he also recognized that philosophic wisdom was necessary 
and that the imagination must seek out and incorporate it. He does not 
perceive “how any thing can be known for truth by consequitive rea- 
soning,” but he nevertheless admits, “and yet it must be.”"’ In fact, it 
was largely “consequitive” reasoners like Gerard and Kant who had es- 
tablished and elaborated the idea of the imagination to the point where 
Keats and the Romantics could develop and extend it. Keats felt sure 
that the imagination should explore and assimilate that quality of 
thought called wisdom. His first test of this hope is a period of limbo 
when the imagination has come “beyond its proper bound,” beyond the 
narrowly fictive and the self-indulgent, but has not yet secured a defi- 
nite guide or even rule of thumb for its own activity: 

to philosophise 
I dare not yet!... 
... is it that imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confin’d, 
Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind, 


Cannot refer to any standard law 
Of either earth or heaven?'® 


“Intensity”—the kind of feeling roused by “the anxiety of a Deer” — 
and the immediate energies of imagery may be “the very thing in which 
consists poetry.” But “if so it is not so fine a thing as philosophy—For 
the same reason that an eagle is not so fine a thing as a truth.” Keats also 
remarks that a “fine writer is the most genuine Being in the world,” 
‘excepting the human friend Philosopher,” a use of the word “friend” in 
connection with the life of the philosophic imagination that would have 
pleased Coleridge.'’ Keats was beginning to see that the imagination 
must weave itself in the mingled yarn of life. It must enter the “van of 
circumstance” that brings change, pain, and sorrow. An enclave of im- 
agined luxury fails in the long run. If nothing else, we would rebel 
against its eventual boredom. More likely, some event would break into 
our lives and dissolve our castle-building. This is one theme of the “Ode 
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to Melancholy,” where a sad, strong passion lies side by side with dying 
beauty and with joy, “whose hand is ever at his lips/Bidding adieu.” If 
the imagination carries us to a sweet refuge and bower as in the begin- 
ning of Endymion, it simultaneously imprisons us in a graver and sadder 
realm: 


Ay, in the very temple of Delight 
Veil’d Melancholy has her sovran shrine, 
Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue 
Can burst Joy’s grape against his palate fine; 
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might, 
And be among her cloudy trophies hung. 


Keats speaks of the years that bring the philosophic mind, and again 
echoing Wordsworth, he hopes that “Knowledge” may “ease the Bur- 
den of the Mystery: a thing I begin to understand a little.” What he had 
once called “the authenticity of the Imagination” must now taste a bit- 
tersweet fruit, not treat life’s ““wakeful anguish” with narcotics, but with 
a more pungent corrective.'® 

If what is important is the way in which the individual imagination 
perceives and shapes reality, then this inner process of mind, with the 
personal identity it constructs, should become a subject for poetry. 
Wordsworth seemed to think so, and Keats looked to him as illuminat- 
ing the darker corridors of experience and leaving “the chamber of 
Maiden Thought” behind. So many things seemed to derive their worth 
from the “ardour of mental pursuit” spent on them—meaning by the 
word “mental,” as Blake does, “imaginative” pursuit.'° That is the 
whole idea behind sympathy. As a result, the most worthwhile subject 
to examine is the inner life of the mind and spirit. The imagination can 
trace the development of the self, what Coleridge and Schelling called 
the mind in its “process of self-construction,” a phrase that has rough 
analogies in Keats’s “vale of soul-making” and “system of Spirit-crea- 
tion.” This turning of the imagination to its own identity helps to ex- 
plain what the “Ode to Psyche” is all about. The individual heart and 
mind become their own subject, and through their activity the world 
becomes “philosophically considered,” to use Johnson’s phrase, and can 
be expressed by an infinite number of images. 

Poetry need no longer rely exclusively on the simple appearance or 
“gusto” of external nature. This self-examination is not a retreat into the 
subjective ego but a movement toward the drama, “the greeting of the 
spirit” as Keats put it, that goes on between the self and the world. Keats 
was reaching the same point of view arrived at by Leibniz and Shaftes- 
bury and echoed down through Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Coleridge. 
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In fact, many important philosophers from 1750 to 1820 either end their 
careers or occupy themselves throughout their careers with an increas- 
ing focus on aesthetics, art, poetry, and even myth. This was the case 
with Kant, Hume, Schelling, and with the associationists. Conversely, 
many poets discovered the zest and importance of philosophic or reli- 
gious ideas to their art—not abstract ideas but ones that affect how we 
perceive the world and conduct ourselves in it. Keats, Shelley, Schiller, 
Goethe, Blake, and Wordsworth are examples. Someone like Coleridge, 
“poet, metaphysician, bard,” fits both ways. As Leonhard Meister put it, 
the imagination of the poet or of the religious fanatic must get in touch 
with philosophy. The reason for this marriage of philosophy and poetry, 
which Keats was realizing, has to do largely with the rise of the idea of 
the imagination. Rarely since ancient Greece had poetry and philosophy 
enjoyed such an entwined growth in so much literature and thought, 
produced by so many individuals. 

In the self-construction of the imaginative process as Keats heralds it 
in the first of the great odes, the “Ode to Psyche’”—the first poem, he 
says, in which he really took “pains”—Cupid or Love is present at the 
end of the poem not only as the traditional partner of Psyche but also as 
an expression of the notion, found as well in Coleridge, Blake, Words- 
worth, Shelley, Baader and Schelling, that love is the bond between the 
self and the world, the way that the imagination cares for what it has 
perceived and created. The whole tenor of the poem indicates that the 
imagination is questioning itself, trying to direct and reveal its own 
power and pry open its own secrets. So Keats addresses Psyche: “And 
pardon that thy secrets should be sung/Even into thine own soft- 
conched ear.” 

Even as the poet’s imagination turns to the outside world, it is also 
turning to the inner self, to the soul, and this necessary turning of “a 
working brain” is the ultimate act of the imagination, for now it can 
begin to reconcile the self and its own “shadowy thought” with worldly 
substance. Coleridge, too, remarks that the best part of language is 
derived from a “reflection on the acts of the mind itself ... formed by a 
voluntary appropriation of fixed symbols to internal acts, to processes 
and results of imagination.” Keats chooses Psyche as a fixed symbol of 
all internal acts of the mind and therefore as a symbol of the mind’s re- 
flection on its own acts and imagination. Psyche, thus seen by Keats as 
the “latest born and loveliest vision far/Of all Olympus’ faded hierar- 
chy,” subsumes and transforms nature. Introduced by Apuleius’ 
Golden Ass in the second century A.D., Psyche was in fact the last god- 
dess to enter the pantheon. Schelling, too, in his oration Concerning the 
Relation of the Plastic Arts to Nature (1807), had seen that “by virtue 
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of the pre-eminence” which the fable of Psyche gave “to the soul,” the 
story concluded the cycle of the old stories of the gods; it closed an 
imaginative circle and permitted art “to attain a new, if higher, level.” 

Describing his own commitment to his new emphasis on the life of 
the individual imagination and its artistic treatment, Keats transforms 
images of nature into mental images, nature “philosophically consid- 
ered” as Johnson had said seventy years before: 


Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane 
In some untrodden region of my mind, 
Where branched thoughts, new grown with 
pleasant pain, 
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind. 


Since exploration of the psyche performed (as it was) by the imagina- 
tion was a form of self-exploration, then all the better, provided it did 
not become solipsistic and provided it remained open to other created 
objects and kept that ‘“‘casement ope at night,/To let the warm Love in!” 
By undertaking this new course, the poet would acquire a personal 
identity. Perhaps that was necessary. As Keats said in a different con- 
text, which nevertheless applies to the new direction of the imagination 
and the psyche, poetry “must be kept up.” The ideal of the characterless 
poet might not work now. To use Schiller’s distinction, Keats saw that 
the creative imagination, attaining a sophisticated consciousness of it- 
self, might have to be “‘sentimental” rather than “naive” in order to ac- 
complish anything new. Keats also sensed that not only does the indi- 
vidual poet grow and evolve in his own career, but art and poetry have a 
collective imagination which evolves through history and can “‘subdue”’ 
individual intellects to the course of a collective imagination. 


THE TREASON OF THE IMAGINATION 


One pitfall remained ever-present. Keats knew, from personal 
achievement, how beauty of language and escapist charm can outshine 
other poetic considerations. The Eve of St. Agnes could, in one light, be 
looked on as a charming but vapid indulgence. Like Shakespeare and, 
later, Thomas Mann, Keats became profoundly aware how the great art- 
ist’s vision can teeter on the verge of a convincing illusion and how a 
master of the imagination can contrive specious comfort through 
dreams, even in the guise of rejecting them. The retractions of Chaucer, 
Boccaccio, and Tolstoy come to mind. Few since Johnson, and no one in 
the Romantic period with the possible exceptions of Coleridge, Byron, 
Goethe, and Schelling, examined the treacheries of the imagination with 
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more honest scrutiny than Keats, although on the surface, the theme of 
delusive, restless imagination was common. Keats puts it in a light mood 
in Fancy: 


Ever let the fancy roam 
Pleasure never is at home 


Where’s the cheek that doth not fade, 
Too much gaz’d at? 


And Cowper in The Task (1, 537-543) shows that fancy is “Delusive 
most where warmest wishes are.” Still, Keats trusted the imagination as 
the only way out of its own labyrinth; his suspicions are therefore not 
rationalistic but spring from an imaginative stance that struggles to be 
self-corrective. 

Keats knew he had little solid religious or philosophic background on 
which to base the quest of the imagination. The “holiness of the heart’s 
affections” and a regular stepping of the imagination toward truth were 
not clearly defined ideals nor ways, in and of themselves, to produce 
good poetry. They were not complex enough, not tempered adequately. 
And if the imagination turned to itself both as its own subject and as a 
self-corrective, this offered not only hope but an easy chance for self-de- 
ception. The imagination might spiral downward into illusion. Each at- 
tempt to escape would then add to the unreality and increase the poet’s 
isolation, making his inner mind and judgment like a carnival house of 
mirrors. 

Much of Keats’s greatest poetry is concerned with art in general, but 
more specifically with the creative imagination itself and how it not only 
promises the clearest vision of life but also operates with a terrible inner 
vulnerability to deception and weaknesses. Once its judgment or gyro- 
scope goes kilter, whether this standard is called “‘beauty,” “truth,” 
“goodness” or “greatness,” the imagination falters blindly. 

The symbols of art in two of Keats’s odes, the nightingale and the 
urn, offer hope that the imaginative life, able to create other worlds and 
to luxuriate in both history and faery lands, might reconcile humanity to 
the pain and transitory pleasure of earthly life. But the last stanza of the 
“Nightingale,” where the bird fades away and the narrator is left 
doubting the nature of the whole experience, severely questions the ul- 
timate stamina and worth of the imagination: “Forlorn! the very word is 
like a bell/To toll me back from thee to my sole self?” The stanza has 
earlier, though weaker, counterparts. Cowper in The Task (IV, 
302-307), for instance, speaks of being “‘reclin’d at ease” until “the 
freezing blast,” 
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snapping short 
The glassy threads, with which the fancy weaves 
Her brittle toys, restores me to myself. 


The individual heart remains in puzzlement where, as Keats says, “‘but 
to think is to be full of sorrow.” Although the resolution offered by the 
Grecian urn seems more secure, the urn also freezes life in a tragic as 
well as a beautiful pose. Its unheard melody mediates between real 
events and an eternal, imaginative realm, but nothing ever happens. The 
comfort that the urn offers is nothing more than the affirmation that life 
is hard and that great poetry yields something like what Keats got from 
King Lear: “The bitter-sweet of this Shakespearean fruit.” If the goal of 
the imagination is simply to report on what experience is, it must then 
give up the transforming and magical power of art and abandon the at- 
tempt to “burst our mortal bars” for fear that any result is bound to be 
unrealistic and deceptive. Both odes catch the imagination as it is ques- 
tioning itself. Keats knew that the imagination could not continue to be 
its own subject forever. A dangerous artistic incest, such action would 
lead to no resolutions at all. But he nevertheless tried, through the use of 
poetry itself, to discover what relationship between life and art consti- 
tutes “the authenticity of the Imagination.” 

Lamia darkly suggests that wisdom and knowledge may be at odds 
with a certain kind of imagination. Although the poem ends ambigu- 
ously, it denies imaginative art as an exclusive ideal; it ends in the sor- 
row and destruction symbolized by Lamia’s serpent character and her 
crown of willow and adder’s tongue. But with all the gifts of imagination 
on her side, she manages to appear genuine to almost everyone. The 
false imagination may be as strong or stronger than the helpful and 
truthful one. Keats senses a danger in what had been urged since the 
1760s, the placing of judgment completely within the bounds of imagi- 
native power. 

The Fall of Hyperion, the last of Keats’s longer poems, exposes the 
inner tensions and motives of the poet’s imagination in a more personal 
voice. Six months before he died, Keats wrote to Shelley that, “My 
Imagination is a Monastry, and I am its Monk.” The Fall of Hyperion 
asks whether the poet’s seeming withdrawal from life is a crazy dream 
or something of real worth. In the poem, the idea of the imagination re- 
mains two-edged, but the debate broadens to ask what end or purpose 
the imagination should serve. Identifying such an end as clearly as pos- 
sible is the way to proceed, since like all human capacities, the imagina- 
tion can be turned to ends both good and bad: 

Whether the dream now purpos’d to rehearse 


Be poet’s or fanatic’s will be known 
When this warm scribe, my hand, is in the grave. 
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The poet (or visionary) and the dreamer are “sheer opposites” and 
“‘antipodes” because they employ the one thing they have in common, a 
lively imagination, in opposite directions. The dreamer, admonished as 
‘a fever of thyself,” must rechannel his imagination in order to become a 
humanist, a sage, and a physician to the spirit. Without this higher call- 
ing and change of identity, the dreamer’s “beauty” or “intensity” is 
counterfeit. 


TENTATIVE ANSWERS 


The themes of the imagination intermingle during Keats’s rapid de- 
velopment of four or five years. These include “intensity” and sympa- 
thetic identification, with their accompanying receptivity, speculation, 
and “Negative Capability”; “philosophy,” or a belief that the poet 
should embody wisdom and knowledge and explore the individual psy- 
che even at the risk of endangering the ideal of a characterless poet; and 
the treasonable side of the imagination, or the inability of art to be 
trusted to purify the imagination and to conduct life. The question was 
how to resolve these concerns. 

Keats developed several tentative answers. Throughout his poetry we 
meet with the idea that the imagination can fuse the material and real 
world to spiritual or “ethereal” truths and elevate the mundane without 
indulging in a dream world. This union of corporeal and ethereal had 
become a major theme of the imagination in the eighteenth-century. In 
his own way Keats is trying independently to bring together the em- 
pirical and the Shaftesbury-Platonic traditions. He characterizes the 
imaginative genius as an ethereal chemical transforming “the Mass of 
neutral intellect.” Using Adam’s dream (which Adam awoke to find 
true) to symbolize the essential identity of the life of spirit and ideas 
with its counterpart on earth, Keats describes the dream as “a conviction 
that Imagination and its empyreal reflection is the same as human Life 
and its spiritual repetition.”*° The complex self-scrutiny of the imagina- 
tion becomes a question of waking and dreaming, as in the close of Ode 
to a Nightingale: “Was it a vision, or a waking dream?/Fled is that 
music:—Do I wake or sleep?””—Or the conclusion of ‘‘What the Thrush 
Said”: “And he’s awake who thinks himself asleep.” The phrase “wak- 
ing dream” occurs in Cowper’s Task (IV, 286-290), which also has 
some affinities with Coleridge’s Frost at Midnight. Cowper confesses: 


Me oft has fancy, ludicrous and wild, 
Sooth’d with a waking dream ... 

... while with poring eye 
I gaz’d, myself creating what I saw. 
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In Endymion Keats asks Pan to 


be still the leaven, 
That spreading in this dull and clodded earth 
Gives it a touch ethereal—a new birth. 


Here is the “greeting of the spirit” in action, the spiritual or transcen- 
dental which rescues the “dull and clodded” even as the concrete res- 
cues the spiritual and permits it to enter our lives in tangible form. This 
imaginative act is the interest, the inter esse, of poetry. As the spiritual 
or ethereal shapes and informs the concrete, symbols or “hieroglyphics” 
are being created. Keats explains that ‘The spiritual is felt when the... 
letters and points of charactered language show like the hieroglyphics of 
beauty;—the mysterious signs of an immortal free-masonry!”*' These, 
in the Fall of Hyperion, are 


symbols divine, 
Manifestations of that beauteous life 
Diffus’d unseen throughout eternal space. 


Yet this speculation about symbols had more to do with the way in 
which the imagination works than with specific spiritual values. The 
question remained whether spiritual truth was simply “to envisage cir- 
cumstance, all calm,” and regard that as “the top of sovereignty.” 

Another guide for the imagination might be “beauty,” but “beauty” 
wobbles in meaning for Keats. Early in his career it tends to equal “in- 
tensity.” Later, as the urn seems to say, it is something larger called 
“truth,” which Douglas Bush has suggested might better be taken to 
mean “reality.” This is the stark “Real of Beauty” Keats apprehends 
during his visit to the tomb of Burns. Or then again, “beauty” may be a 
shorthand term for the unity of real and ethereal, or it may be some in- 
tuitive standard of judgment. The word hampered Keats, as it did many 
Romantics. It was at once too open and too liable to be restricted. The 
word gave room and leeway but failed to preserve the original meaning 
intact. 

Yet the change alone in the meaning of beauty for Keats indicates 
something vital. In the two Hyperions “beauty” changes into “a fresh 
perfection” brought by the new deities, “‘a power more strong in 
beauty.” The imagination must work through a process in time; it is 
self-transforming. The poet must develop in stages, the imagination 
working out its own salvation. In a fluid world, which, as Prospero said, 
will one day dissolve and leave “not a rack behind,” the imagination 
must move, too, and change its stance. As early as “Sleep and Poetry ” 
Keats had outlined a process or program for the imagination. It begins 
with pastoral imagery and nature seen in its intensity, then proceeds to 
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‘ta lovely tale of human life.” This is not the end, however, for the poet 
must pass on to a deeper, more tragic sense, a third level, where we find 
“the agonies, the strife/Of human hearts.” Finally, on a fourth level, all 
is subsumed into a mythic and symbolic stage where life is seen “most 
awfully intent” through the creation of visionary figures, who redeem 
everything into an eternal present and themselves dissolve into the light 
of heaven. These stages represent more than an organic process in na- 
ture; they give a sense of the organic and developing process of the indi- 
vidual imagination as it matures. 

Keats’s search to unfold the imaginative life also starts to develop a 
path atypical of British thought at that time. It would usually be 
thought of as German. In the two Hyperions a vast historical movement 
and shift of power rumbles around the poet. It catches him in the twi- 
light of one race of gods and the rise of another. There is a collective 
imagination of civilization that changes and carries the poet with it. 
Keats thought Wordsworth a more timely example to follow than Mil- 
ton because Wordsworth was reacting and contributing to the present 
state of the collective imagination. Yet Milton “had sure as great 
powers.” Keats therefore infers that a “general and gregarious advance 
of intellect ... really a grand march of intellect ... a mighty providence 
subdues the mightiest minds to the service of the time being.””” This 
idea appears in Coleridge’s Philosophical Lectures of 1818-1819, which 
center on “the gradual Evolution of the Mind of the World, contem- 
plated as a single Mind in the different successive Stages of its develop- 
ment.” The idea may be inferred from Hazlitt’s “Spirit of the Age” and 
also from Shelley’s Defence of Poetry, which refers to the “all-penetrat- 
ing spirit” of poets as “less their spirit than the spirit of the age.” 

Keats saw this idea in a new way and put it into mythic shape in his 
poetry. Herder, the Schlegels, Schelling, and Goethe also explored this 
collective evolution of the artistic and imaginative mind. Schelling, in 
his Oration Concerning ... the Plastic Arts, had spoken about “the 
oldest and most powerful epoch of liberated art,” which occurred, “‘ac- 
cording to the poetic myths of the allegorical primeval world, after the 
embrace of Uranus the earth first brought forth Titans and heaven- 
storming giants, before it produced the gentle realm of tranquil gods.” 
Keats tries to recapture in the second Hyperion that puzzling but unde- 
niable change from the oldest epoch of art to the “tranquil gods,” the 
shift to a “new beauty” challenging the poet. There is a Geistesent- 
wicklung or spirit-evolution of the imagination, what Hegel called the 
“Entwicklungsgeschichte des Geistes,” the evolutionary history of the 
spirit. 

There are, then, no permanently frozen guides for the imagination. 
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The fluid, organic universe of things, of ideas, and of the mind itself will 
not permit it. There is, as Coleridge said, an eternal act of creation. It 
seems to Keats that one of the important ways to keep the imagination 
aware, alive, and responsive to personal changes and to changes in man- 
kind at large is poetry itself, which 

alone can save 


Imagination from the sable chain 
And dumb enchantment. 


PART SIX 


Harmony of Being 


20 


SCHELLING 


( D sai and visionary, Friedrich 


Schelling (1775-1854) united transcendental philosophy with a philos- 
ophy of nature. He wanted to show that these two general systems are 
merely different ways of approaching one world-view, which ultimately 
relies on ‘‘an aesthetic act of the imagination.” As part of his “New Phi- 
losophy,” he developed a concept of the imagination as a manifold 
power. At its most general level, imagination interfuses and joins the 
“transcendental” philosophy of mind with the “nature philosophy” of 
physical reality. Without this umbilical cord of imagination, these two 
elements in Schelling’s thought would separate and die. In the course of 
thrusting forward the idea of unity, Schelling progressed through three 
or four major stages. After his rejection of Fichte’s subjective idealism, 
he went on successively to the Naturphilosophie, then to an objective or 
transcendental idealism, thence to the Identitdatssystem, finally ending 
his career with work on myth and theology, a theistic or “existential” 
phase. His thought evolved naturally and was progressively inclusive. 
His trek through various and ever more encompassing systems exempli- 
fies his own contention that all intelligent life, including God, struggles 
to fulfill its own potential through the process of “self-construction.” 

The creative imagination climaxes Schelling’s New Philosophy, 
which includes all but his earliest Fichtean and last “existential” phase. 
Part of this philosophy, the Philosophy of Art, tries to bind together the 
philosophies of nature and of mind by seeing in works of art, in their 
highest and best sense, a unity of man’s self-conscious and free ‘intelli- 
gence with nature’s material and objective reality. Through creative 
imagination the mind affirms its own existence by joining its subjective 
impulses and perceptions with the particulars of nature. The resulting 
work of art, or Kunstprodukt, is itself real and objective, a token and a 
promise to man; it symbolizes the union of the mind’s free and willful 
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consciousness with the independent and given nature of the cosmos. 
The power to produce this unifying symbol is the power of “Jn-Eins- 
Bildung,” or Einbildungskraft, imagination. As the dialectic between 
self and nature, the imagination reconciles and fuses the transcendental 
intelligence with the material system of nature. The living symbol and 
talisman of this union is, Schiller contended, an aesthetic perception, the 
work of art itself. Art has a vital epistemological function. Art is a dia- 
lectic: “Ohne dialektische Kunst ist keine wissenschaftliche Philoso- 
phie.”” 

Schelling believed that in the philosophies of the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries a dualism had split man from nature and cut the 
human psyche from its moorings in physical and spiritual realities. The 
self could no longer trust its own knowledge; the ego languished in sub- 
jectivity. Descartes had widened the gulf between the self and external 
reality by placing the burden of self-affirmation, the proof of self-exis- 
tence, on nothing but the ego’s own power: cogito, ergo sum. Kant 
showed how impossible it is for the mind to verify its own knowledge 
and thereby aggravated the split between man’s intelligence and the 
laws of the universe.’ 

Schelling takes the problem of the subjective “Jch bin,” as opposed to 
the objective universe, the “es gibt,” and attempts to resolve their dual- 
ism. Consonant with his hunger for synthetic unity, he sees the two 
premises as polar opposites contained within one approach. What he 
now requires is some force or creative power to transform the “subjec- 
tive,” transcendental pole into the “objective” pole of nature and the 
cosmos. This power of transformation must also reverse itself, carrying 
on a two-way commerce between the ideal realm of thought and the real 
realm of tangible bodies, time and space. Imagination, the power of “‘Jn- 
Eins-Bildung,” becomes this productive and creative power in the uni- 
verse. It changes thought into substance and finds in each individual 
thing the inner, formative spirit of its creation.’ 

Schelling uses many pairs to clarify the nature of the two poles con- 
nected by the imagination. On the one side are finite form, matter in its 
particular and concrete manifestation, the individual, nature, and works 
of art. This pole includes a beautiful tropical fish, Saturn’s shadow cast 
on its own rings, and the Apollo Belvedere. On the other side are infinite 
being, spirit in a universal or abstract mode, the race or type, the mind 
of God, and the mind of man. This is where God broods over the face of 
the waters, where the Logos of St. John speaks, and where souls feel 
what Buddha calls Nirvana. The “productive power,” apparently no 
thing in itself, is the power that creates all things. More dramatically, it 
is the power to make galaxies out of a seeming vacuum, worlds out of 
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stellar dust, and the Last Supper from dyes and wet plaster. Only by 
exercising this pervading creative spirit in both man and nature, only by 
re-attaining a pre-established harmony, can perception and reality, the 
ideal and the real, work through each other and become one. 


THE KEYSTONE OF THE IMAGINATION 


Schelling’s philosophy and sense of the imagination are fundamen- 
tally ideal. Like concepts of modern physics, his philosophical concepts 
are unusually difficult to picture concretely. He appeals to a transcen- 
dent idea of the universe and of the universal creative power. He formu- 
lates his idea of art in philosophical terms. At times he is excessively ab- 
stract, even murky. Frequently a term or category runs riot, as if he 
were keeping a cross-referenced file on the universe. The appeal is often 
to speculation rather than to empirical concreteness or psychology. He 
possesses the curiosity and imagination of the greatest scientists, but his 
scientific knowledge is naive. He is not a strong and practical critic of 
art, and he wrote little criticism. But Schelling’s strengths and virtues 
capture those fresh and wonderful years of philosophy, science, and art 
when the Enlightenment flowered into Romanticism. He combines the 
best of both worlds. He attempts what every great philosopher must: he 
confronts the basic puzzles of life. He asks why there is something in- 
stead of nothing. He combines science, philosophy, religion, and art. 
Without substituting art for religion, he makes high claims for art. Pas- 
sion galvanizes his articulate pleas. 

His style sparkles, his lectures entranced audiences. Even while jug- 
gling philosophical terms, he never forgets that philosophy is a human 
pursuit. His philosophy searches for and explores “totality,” a meaning- 
ful grasp of the universe. He seeks for the truth not of an isolated for- 
mula but of a new philosophy that would rejoin man with nature and 
realize both as one life whose form and identity are shaped by that 
imaginative power which springs from the ground of all being and 
which inevitably leads man, in his own highest imagination, to return to 
that ground of being. 

Schelling is difficult. He offers a plethora of definitions and terms. To 
arrive at an understanding of him is like navigating through the Nile 
Delta to the sea. Main channels disappear. The current loses force and 
direction. But at the end there is the sea, as surely as there is the snow on 
the inland mountains. 

Like Coleridge, Schelling sees reason, in its broadest sense, as the in- 
clusion of all faculties—understanding, imagination, and the senses—as 
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these are governed and informed by the realm of ideas. “But reason 
contains within itself sense, understanding, and imagination as just so 
many distinctivities, without itself being any one of these in particular.” 
Imagination differs from reason by actually forming a perception, 
image, symbol, or work of art that embodies concretely what in reason 
remains as a potential, something ideal and purely intelligential. Imagi- 
nation gives the “clarity” and “fullness” of reason a concrete form, a fi- 
nite representation in the cosmos. Imagination reveals the connection of 
these particulars to the universal forms of reason. ““Thus imagination is 
related to reason as fancy is to the understanding. The former is pro- 
ductive, the latter reproductive ... Outside reason there is nothing, and 
all is contained in it.””* 

God’s divine imagination, “die géttliche Einbildungskraft,” is the 
generating power of the universe. The word “nature,” after all, means 
what is generated, and the imaginative or artistic person is a ‘“‘genius,” 
which has the same word origin as both “nature” and “generate.” Der 
Weltsystem, the complete organization and purpose of the universe, is 
God’s reason. Its material form exists through the power of divine imag- 
ination saturating the cosmos: 


As the sun stands freely in the heavens, joining and uniting all in the 

ower of its clear light, so the soul of eternal nature stands in the inter- 
linkage [of being] itself as the unity and, so to speak, as the divine imagi- 
nation of that linkage, free and unbounded, as the origin of all feeling ex- 
istence, which in visible nature pulsates as the heart. And, moving and 
circulating everything in nature’s holy body, it gives rise to each impulse 
and to the intimacy of all creation.’ 


Imagination is both a divine and a human attribute. God’s imagina- 
tion shapes man and the universe. Man’s imagination, with its highest 
activity as art, is an analog, on a smaller scale, of this holy power of 
eternal creation: 


Through art, divine creation is presented objectively, since it rests on the 
same idea of the infinite ideal dwelling in the real on which the creation of 
art rests. The exquisite German word Einbildungskraft actually means 
the power of forming into one, an act on which all creation is founded. It 
is the power through which an ideal is also something real, the soul the 
body; it is the power of individuation, which of all is the truly creative 
one. 


This definition dwells on an important meaning of the word as not 
only Schelling but also Tetens, Herder, and Coleridge understood it: 
the power of shaping into one: Coleridge’s “esemplastic.” Schelling 
means Einbildungskraft to carry the weight of “In-Eins-Bildung.” The 
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Absolute, or God, is itself “die ewige In-Eins-Bildung des Allgemeinen 
und Besondern,” the eternal forming-into-one of the universal and the 
particular, and art is the human reflection of this unity. Living in each 
creature and image of the real world is an idea that is continually being 
brought to fruition. The ideal lives in and through the actual. Imagina- 
tion creates the real image, the living language and symbol of ideal rea- 
son. Imagination potentizes reason, releases its potential, and makes 
ideas productive: they appear in material form. Only imagination, then, 
can direct us to the highest calling of philosophy—the Absolute, or God. 
And since art is that activity of man which most closely resembles the 
creative imagination of God, the highest philosophy is the philosophy of 
art. Art represents the mind’s informing ideas as well as the presence of 
nature. It symbolizes the two as one in the work of art itself: “Each true 
work of art created by the imagination is the resolution of the contra- 
diction similar to the one that in ideas is presented as a unity. The mere 
reflective understanding grasps only simple series and hence grasps an 
idea, as the synthesis of opposites, as a contradiction.” 

In each object or work of art it creates, the imagination fuses a univer- 
sal form, the infinite or “Unendliche,” and a finite, individual manifes- 
tation. The idea of form, and form’s concretion as matter, become indi- 
visibly one and exist in and through one another. In the imaginative act 
two unities are formed, each of which is really the other. Form becomes 
being and being becomes form. Thus, in the imaginative creation of the 
universe at large, there are “Natur und Gott, in gleicher ewigen Durch- 
dringung,” nature and God, forever passing through one another.® 

Since Kraft means power or force, imagination for Schelling is an im- 
material and even mysterious energy. It exists only as it charges and 
guides, like magnetism, electricity, or gravity, the making of a new rela- 
tion or work of art. Imaginative creation presupposes a dialectic between 
what is infinite or ideal and what is finite and real. Nature itself is the 
differentiation of the Absolute into many forms of matter. The forms of 
nature as they appear to us are each “only one moment or point of pro- 
cess in the eternal act of the realization of identity from opposites.”” The 
particular objects in nature, “die Naturseite,” express only one side of 
things. The other side is the “idea of multiplicity in unity, of the finite in 
the infinite.” This is the ideal or spiritual realm, the realm in which 
things first existed as ideas, and to which they finally return. Imagina- 
tive creation thus involves both a centripetal force of unification and a 
centrifugal force of differentiation. The presence of God and the static 
existence of ideas are at the center of these forces. Coleridge expresses a 
similar concept. 

In these two actions of the real becoming ideal and the ideal shifting 


306 HARMONY OF BEING 


into the real, there is a point of intersection much like the point equidis- 
tant between magnetic poles. Here the creation appears simultaneously 
real and ideal, “beides in Eins gebildet sein.” This process exemplifies 
the polar logic, the “dynamic process” that also entrances Bruno, Jacobi, 
and Coleridge. All creation and productivity has at its heart the opposi- 
tion, the mutual interchange and working through to a final identity, of 
the universal or ideal and the particular. In this process they build a 
point of unity (Indifferenzpunkt), which represents both concrete na- 
ture and the heaven-descended law. This is, in a sense, the middle 
ground that Synesius mentions in his prayer as quoted by Coleridge in 
the Biographia. The result of the two forces, or the dialectic of Einbil- 
dung—of the real and the ideal, the natural and the transcendental—is a 
third force, “ene dritte.” This is what Coleridge refers to as the tertium 
aliquid, a third element which is the synthesis of the dialectic.'° 


LEVELS OF THE IMAGINATION 


In his System des transzendentalen Idealismus, among other places, 
Schelling uses Einbildungskraft to describe that power mediating be- 
tween the ideal and the real, the ego and nature, the theoretical and the 
practical. First he uses Einbildungskraft as a shorthand or “common” 
term without quibbling about its connotations. In our perception of the 
world we have a faculty that both vacillates between and joins the ideas 
of reason and the particular qualities of objects that are sensed directly. 
But in order to mediate between reason and understanding, this faculty 
must produce something that is neither an idea nor an object—some- 
thing in between. This produktive Anschauung or productive intuition 
connects the senses, understanding, and reason. It permits the mind to 
operate as an integral unit. This form of imagination is creative not in 
the artistic sense but in the sense of presenting to the self a meaningful 
and related vision of what it perceives in the external world. This activ- 
ity of imagination is allied more with perception and reproduction than 
with artistic creativity."! 

Some confusion arises, because Einbildungskraft thus takes on more 
than one meaning. Schelling hesitates to use Einbildungskraft only in 
connection with perception or preductive intuition, which hobbles the 
term. Following the practice of others, including Kant, Tetens, and 
Fichte, Schelling holds in reserve what he believes to be the highest and 
fullest import of Einbildungskraft, presenting this meaning in the last 
chapters dealing with art in the System. 

Schelling, like Coleridge, gives imagination at least two functions in 
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the human mind. We receive elementary stimuli from the outside world, 
such as noise, light, color, hardness, stench, and sweetness. These are 
the stuff of Schelling’s urspringliche Anschauung or original sensory 
perception, and he calls this stage of mind the first potential or power: 
“erste Potenz.” But these stimuli are then grouped, ordered, and ar- 
ranged into objects, and these groupings have a connection with the 
world of forms and ideas. We do not see just light and color, but a 
painting: we do more than sense sweetness, we taste sugared tea. We 
compare the passive perceptions in ourselves with our active ordering of 
them. The two, active and passive, interplay in an unending dialectic. 
This process Schelling calls, somewhat ambiguously, “produktive An- 
schauung,” or productive perception or intuition. It might be better 
called reproductive, because he stresses that the mind is building up a 
comprehensive picture of what is already in the world. This produktive 
Anschauung is the second power or “zweite Potenz” of the imagination. 
The perceiver and what is perceived struggle to become one. They 
merge, then a new perception must be assimilated, and they separate, 
then merge again. The imagination here is that kind exercised in reading 
a book but not in writing it. The process goes on and on. In this sense, it 
is the mind’s “eternal act of creation,” striving to contain the world 
within itself, as part of its own identity. However, the result is never sat- 
isfactorily objective. The assimilation is always directed inward and 
forms a purely mental or subjective synthesis, an intellectual perception 
or intuition (‘“intellektuelle Anschauung”’). This is as far as transcen- 
dental philosophy can go, as far as Fichte went. It cannot put the mind’s 
own images and ideas into an objective and real form that is outside the 
mind itself. 

For this, the imagination must work in its highest potential or power 
(‘“‘hochste Potenz’’), and this is the creative power of art. Schelling calls 
this power Kunstvermogen or Dichtungsvermogen, terms favored by 
Sulzer and Tetens, who was indebted to Gerard. This is the normal 
meaning of creative or productive power and should not be confused 
with Schelling’s produktive Vermégen, which is of lesser power. Imagi- 
nation in this highest level, as Kunstvermdgen or Dichtungsvermoégen, 
yields Kunstanschauung or “eine asthetische Anschauung, ” the artistic 
or aesthetic intuition. It creates a definite new form, the work of art, 
which expresses the mind’s relationships to its own perceptions and to 
the external world. What is more, the work of art is external and objec- 
tive. The mind has created something that releases itself from a never- 
ending series of perceptions and self-perceptions. The work of art is un- 
mistakably a part of the world, a part of nature, yet also a part fashioned 
by a free act of mind.'? Schelling’s view of the imagination may be 
charted: 
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erste Potenz without consciousness; original percep- 
tion of the senses 
zweite Potenz consciousness; Einbildungskraft as in- 


tellectual intuition or perception 

dritte oder héchste Potenz  self-consciousness; Einbildungskraft as 
Kunst- or Dichtungsvermogen; aesthetic 
or artistic perception”? 


The intellectual perception becomes objective only through the aes- 
thetic perception or work of art. Philosophy itself can stand on objective 
grounds only when it embraces the productive power of art. The high- 
est power, or Kunstvermogen, subsumes and incorporates the two lesser 
ones; the scale is progressively inclusive and all of it may be called 
“imagination.” Near the end of the System, Schelling says of this power: 
‘As yet we have not been able to grasp this process fully because only 
the artistic power [Kunstvermdgen], can completely reveal it... It is 
the creative imagination [Dichtungsvermégen], what in the first poten- 
tiality is original perception [urspriingliche Anschauung] and, con- 
versely, in its highest potentiality is simply the repetition of productive 
perception [produktive Anschauung], in which case we call it the po- 
etic imagination [Dichtungsvermdgen]. That power which is active in 
both, the only power by which we are able to conceive of and to unite 
the contradictory, is one and the same—the imagination [ Einbil- 
dungskraft].”"* 

Schelling explains the highest level of imagination, the power of 
Kunstanschauung, as “die in der hochsten Potenz sich widerholende 
produktive Anschauung,” a repeating or echoing in a higher sense of the 
lower power of produktive Anschauung, or productive perception. 
Here, as in his whole scheme of the imagination, there are parallels to 
Coleridge’s remark on primary and secondary imagination. Coleridge’s 
primary imagination corresponds to that level required for the pro- 
ductive or intellectual intuition; the secondary imagination is like 
Schelling’s Kunst- oder Dichtungsvermogen. Coleridge considers the 
secondary as ‘‘an echo” of the primary, similar in kind but differing in 
degree. This is similar to Schelling’s description of Dichtungsvermégen 
as “die in der héchsten Potenz sich widerholende produktive An- 
schauung.” Whereas Schelling’s productive intuition is not creative or 
artistic, the Kunst- or Dichtungsvermogen is. What Schelling calls the 
second power or potential (die zweite Potenz), Coleridge calls primary. 
He, unlike Schelling, does not give a level of power to the merely sen- 
sory or urspringliche Anschauung. Schelling’s dritte or héchste Potenz 
is therefore like Coleridge’s secondary imagination. 

In his remarks on the primary and secondary imagination Coleridge 
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also had an eye to Tetens, who preceded Schelling by twenty-five or 
thirty years. Tetens and Schelling use similar terms and break the imag- 
ination down in similar ways. Coleridge read both their discussions rele- 
vant to arranging the imagination into separate levels of power. Chapter 
12 of the Biographia relies to some degree on Schelling’s System des 
transzendentalen Idealismus with respect to the levels of imagination; 
on this subject, the progression in the two books is similar. Thus, 
Schelling re-enforces Tetens’ contribution to Coleridge’s distinction. 
Although there is no proof, it is extremely likely that Schelling read 
Tetens, for Tetens had a wide influence. Tetens, moreover, praised and 
used the work of Gerard on genius, and Gerard seems to have suggested 
to Tetens, as well as to Kant, his categories of the imagination. Although 
Gerard is not as detailed as his German admirer, he separates the crea- 
tive imagination of genius from the common or perceptive imagination. 
Schelling likewise believes that only genius can express the highest 
power of imagination, Kunst- or Dichtungsvermégen. Thus, at least 
four figures—Gerard, Tetens, Schelling, and Coleridge—and five if 
Kant is included, are interrelated in their attempt to separate the imagi- 
nation of art and genius from that lesser form required in the acts of 
sensory and intellectual perception. This split between creative imagi- 
nation and a perceptive or common imagination possessed by all indi- 
viduals gained increasing currency from 1760 on. 

Schelling often uses the now archaic German word “Imagination’ 
with a meaning different from Einbildungskraft. In these cases “Imagi- 
nation” indicates the mind’s ability to reflect on or to speculate about 
reality in a free, almost dream-like state. “Imagination” considers the 
nature of infinity: it thirsts to see the cosmos as a unified whole but lacks 
power to make these mental activities anything more than a perpetual 
possibility. Schelling also employs the Latinate term to stress the dan- 
a or even the evil inherent in the mind’s free power of creation and 
will. 


» 


A HIGHER UNITY AND PANENTHEISM 


From a union of the nature and transcendental philosophies, Schel- 
ling developed his Identitdtssystem or Identitatsphilosophie. The essen- 
tial feature of this system is the concept of the Absolute. This postulate 
undergirds his whole thought starting 1798 or 1799. The Absolute is a 
philosophical assumption, but it reveals deep religious implications, too. 
Schelling pursued theology ardently from 1803 on, and his researches 
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have had impact on theologians in the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies. 

The Absolute, or Absolute Identity, is the ground of all being, the 
creative source of everything in the universe. It is both transcendent, as 
one being or intelligence, and immanent, as the sum of all created things. 
Each thing partakes of and is a manifestation of the Absolute. Schelling, 
wishing to avoid pantheism, identifies the Absolute with God, who is 
not merely the sum of all his material or spiritual creations. God dwells 
in all things and in all forms of spirit, but is fundamentally and origi- 
nally one as well: the source and unmanifested Being itself, Coleridge’s 
“T am that I am.” This is not the same position as pantheism; Schelling’s 
Identitatsphilosophie in fact plunges into panentheism. God is not only 
the animated sum of things but is also the being who creates and ani- 
mates: “This God, in whom the being of all things is, who however 
himself remains in unpolluted unity, still places over and above particu- 
lar things the ultimate image of his inexpressible identity [das potenz- 
lose Bild seiner potenzlosen Identitat].”** 

In his Privatvorlesungen, Schelling differentiates his viewpoint from 
pantheism, which does very little to account for the fact of creation: 
“The common pantheistic attitude towards this leaves God with no par- 
ticularity or uniqueness for his own existing Being; it leaves him more in 
a general substance, which is simply the medium of things.” 

Schelling believes that God is not only a kind of carrier-wave on 
which all things are transmitted but is also the single source of all trans- 
mission and all being: “God is both; he is first the Being of all being, but 
as such He must Himself also exist independently; that is, he must, as 
the Being of all being, possess a fundamental ground or consistency for 
Himself.” God has two principles, the one and the all: ““The first princi- 
ple or the first originating power is the one through which the particu- 
lar, unique, and individual exists. We call this power the Self; in God we 
call it the I am [Egoismus]. If this power were the only one, then God 
would be merely an alienated, separate, removed Being.”!” 

In other words, this first principle explains the oneness, the individual 
God, but it cannot account for the created world or for any existence 
outside of this one being of God. The second principle, the principle of 
the all, grapples with individual things and life; this is the power of di- 
vine imagination or, as Schelling came increasingly to call it, the power 
of love. It is through this creative power that “Gott eigentlich des Wesen 
aller Wesen ist.”* Neither principle alone—neither the concept of God 
as one nor the concept of God as creating, animating, and existing in all 
things—can fully clarify the nature of the Absolute. 

These two principles, when taken together, suggest the famous phrase 
en kat pan, the one and the all. A subtle slippage of mental gears often 
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takes place when this phrase is heard. Frequently the conjunction “and” 
is taken as an equal sign. The three words then mean that God is equal 
to the all, that God is one only and simply as the sum of all things. But 
en kai pan can be interpreted to mean that God is the union of the one 
with something else distinct, the creating and informing power found 
within all individual existence. God subsumes these two different quali- 
ties. Both are necessary to the Absolute; each is sufficient only if accom- 
panied by the other. This position is a genuine panentheism. It explains 
the possibility of a God who is one and individual, who creates the uni- 
verse, yet who also pervades it. Although it does not explain exactly 
why God created the universe, it is also a step in that direction. 

Schelling, Hélderlin, and Hegel had used en kai pan as a watchword 
during their student days at Tiibingen. But for about seven years after- 
ward Schelling assumed a general pantheistic approach and adopted the 
commonly accepted, Spinozistic view of the phrase, that God is simply 
all things 1m toto, conceived as a vague unity. Schelling’s writings from 
about 1800 reveal a shift, an effort to assert a truer sense of that magic 
formula. According to Schelling, Dieses “Geiste der Ein-und-Allheit” 
was not fully and correctly explained by Fichte, who mistook it for the 
pantheistic idea of all funneled into one ego or self. Neither the one nor 
the all is to be stressed at the expense of the other, in Schelling’s view: 
“Aber nicht nur das Ganze als Ganzes ist Géttlich. Auch der Theil und 
das Einzelne ist es fuir sich.” If one side seems to get the upper hand and 
manifestations of God claim that they alone are God, Schelling reasserts 
the balance: “Aber die Einheit Fehit.” Two cryptic pronouncements of 
Schelling now come sharply into focus. He guarded against the idea of 
the universe as simply a theater for the comings and goings of material 
things—“Universum nicht = das materielle’—because the universe is, 
actually, in its totality, all things material and spiritual. That is, the uni- 
verse is the equivalent of God both manifested and unmanifested—‘“Das 
Universum an sich = Gott.” The Absolute “is not the cause [alone] of 
the universe, but the universe itself.” There is, in other words, a true 
symbiosis between the dual principles of God. These principles are mu- 
tually interdependent, like two racers who, holding hands as they cross 
the finish line, are allotted only one place: “God has in himself an inner 
Ground of his existence that, insofar as He is existing, precedes Him; 
but even so, God is nevertheless the priority [das Prius] of the Ground 
in which the Ground, even as such, could not be if God did not exist as a 
Being who acts.”’'? 

In God, then, there are no polarities. Subjective and objective, univer- 
sal and particular, merge into one. The Absolute contains the pre-estab- 
lished harmony and unified source of everything in the realms of matter 
and spirit. This identity is vital to Schelling’s thought. It is the “eternal 
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and living copula,” which unifies all polarities. The center of all knowl- 
edge and reality knows within itself no contradictions. All branches of 
science and experience stem from this one point. At this “central organ” 
toward which philosophy strives, all knowledge becomes objective and 
is transformed back into the being of God, its original source. This phi- 
losophy becomes, inevitably, theology. From God come all things, by 
his power of imaginative creation. And by the power of imaginative vi- 
sion all things return to him. The Absolute exists in reason but also acts 
and lives by creative imagination; God is at once eternal and dynamic. 
He is self-sufficient even and only as He manifests his own potential. In 
one respect the dual nature of God as one and all represents a combina- 
tion of the philosophy of nature, which accounts for the all or plenitude 
of creation, and the transcendental philosophy, which deals with the na- 
ture of the single intelligent self.”° 

Another way to view Schelling’s idea of the Absolute is that it em- 
bodies both reason and imagination. Reason is the self-sufficient princi- 
ple of God as one, and imagination represents the power of God to 
manifest himself in all forms. God, then, is himself the great Proteus. 
Wich this idea of the Absolute Schelling hoped to solve that old paradox: 
God is one and self-sufficient, yet He found it necessary to create the 
plenitude of forms and life filling the universe. Many other philosophies 
were good as systems, but they could not answer the riddle of creation. 
They could not explain why there is something instead of nothing. For 
Schelling, the key to the answer was not only divine reason but diviné 
imagination. 


THE FIRST STEP: THE NATURE PHILOSOPHY 


Schelling develops his ‘New Philosophy” in stages. At each plateau 
of development he seeks to include what has gone before it. And as his 
thought evolves, the concept of imagination becomes increasingly im- 
portant. It acquires powers both cosmic and human until it suffuses the 
universe and man’s soul with cohesive strength. 

Schelling takes the first step in his grand synthesis with the Natur- 
philosophie. His purposes here are multiple. He wants to show that 
matter is everywhere informed by divine imagination, by a creative 
spirit working continually to shape and alter everything. Consequently, 
the nature produced by this shaping force is itself productive, restless, 
and dynamic. It evolves new forms that interact and whose identities are 
determined in part by their myriad relationships with each other. Yet 
each thing also represents the one idea or impulse responsible for its 
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creation. In this sense, all forms of matter are symbolic. Objects in na- 
ture are like works of art. Their substances are ideas made tangible. 
For Schelling, spirit is pregnancy of matter, and matter is the concre- 
tion of spiritual and imaginative force. This force does not work only at 
the moment of God’s first creation; it is ever-present, intertwined and 
involved with its material manifestation. It is the eternal creative power 
of God. “Through the creative power of a divinity the whole system of 
nature comes into being, and with it the entire plenitude of things, each 
suitable in its place, that exist apart from us.” Matter alone cannot ex- 
plain how matter came into being. There is a higher principle that cre- 
ates, orders, and connects all. “To the inspired investigator Nature itself 
is the world’s holy, eternal creating primal energy, which engenders and 
actively brings forth all things out of itself.” This creating and unifying 
spirit, God’s imagination, permeates the fabric of nature. “Born of that 
spirit, nature is always drenched with it.””! This idea even prompted 
Schelling to write a poem, sounding very much like Herder, that ends: 


I am the god you nourish in your heart, 
The spirit that moves in everything 


Is One Pow’r, One playing back and forth and weaving, 
One drive and striving t’wards an ever higher life.”” 


Nature has two qualities—one of shaping imaginative force, the other 
of tangible symbols, things touched and seen. The imaginative power, 
operating to create these symbols, Schelling calls natura naturans, a 
scholastic and Arabic term he may have gotten from Jacobi. The sensi- 
ble object itself, the body or form created, is natura naturata. The na- 
tura naturans “is nature creating,” and Schelling equates it with “the 
divine imagination.” Natura naturans is the force responsible for an 
object’s being. The concept is Platonic. By the power of God’s imagina- 
tion, the eternal being or essence of a thing becomes one and the same 
with its own real and temporal manifestation. But in the object itself, 
the idea is potentized; its potential for real existence is fulfilled through 
the imagination. The natura naturans, which is divine imagination 
turned to a particular idea and its object, provides a bridge (“das ewige 
Copula”) between the real and ideal realms.”’ The nature we perceive is 
the material side of a grand dialectic. It is actually part of an ideal world. 
Consequently, nature is as meaningful as any mind; it is as meaningful 
as the ego or self. It is a huge arena in which the individual human mind 
can seek the moving spirit of the world, and in which we learn to imitate 
the divine creative force. 
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In the Naturphilosophie Schelling was trying to correct errors or im- 
balances that he believed had split apart man and nature. The culprit 
was seventeenth and eighteenth century scientific rationalism; man had 
become too much the object of his own reflection. As a result, he saw 
nature as completely external and material. This created a sense of alien- 
ation, a crevice between man’s mind and nature which pure doses of em- 
piricism only served to widen: Hume ended in a chasm of skepticism. 
Images were no longer trusted to carry the force of ideas; real circum- 
stances were separated from appearances, and nature took on the aspect 
of a great illusion or cruel joke. This alienation from nature soon became 
an alienation from the self; the mind found that if it could not trust its 
perceptions of the world, then it could not trust its perceptions of its 
own self either. The endless circle of reflection could not be broken, and 
a spiritual sickness set it. Man’s inner harmony was out of kilter: ‘“How- 
ever, as soon as I separate myself from nature, and with myself all that is 
ideal, then only a dead object remains for me, and I cease to comprehend 
how life outside myself can be possible.” But “the creative imagination 
at last discovered the symbolic language that one only needs to interpret 
in order to find that nature speaks to us all the more understandably the 
less we are merely considering her reflectively.”** 

Spinoza and Leibniz had recognized the realms of matter and spirit. 
But while they connected them, which was more than Descartes did, 
their connections were lopsided. In Spinoza everything became swal- 
lowed in the vague idea of God as all things. Any sense of matter being 
transformed into spirit was lost. Leibniz ‘‘came and went the opposite 
way”: all was brought to bear, in the end, on the individual being or in- 
tellect. This was Fichte’s error, too. In Spinoza all was “es gibt,” in 
Leibniz and Fichte all “Ich bin.” No true dialectic was established. Na- 
ture was either God or simply a construct of the mind.” 

For Spinoza, imagination was always directed to the real and mate- 
rial; for Leibniz, toward the perceiving intellect. This dualism chal- 
lenged Schelling, and at times he saw the whole of his own endeavor as a 
solution to it. He underscored his effort by classifying all previous sys- 
tems as either Spinozistic or Leibnizian, the kind of remark that ap- 
pealed to Coleridge (“Unter allen bisherigen Systemen nun kenne ich 
nur die beiden—das Spinozische und Leibnizische’’).”® 

Schelling’s answer to the split was to use the imagination as a two- 
way power. He would rescue, renovate, and combine Spinoza and Leib- 
niz with an eye to Plato and the Platonic ideas.”’ In the creation of na- 
ture the divine imagination forms specific material things as symbols of 
the ideal world, things which in themselves contain the ideas, the natura 
naturans, that inform them. In the perception of nature as symbolic, 
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man’s imagination sees at once the ideal and the real inherent in the uni- 
verse. 

For Schelling, God’s creative imagination makes the universe dy- 
namic. It is like the laboratory or atom-smasher where spirit and matter 
are mutually interchanged in individual things, but also where individ- 
ual things and forces affect each other, either directly or through inter- 
mediaries. Each thing that comes into existence does so by paying a kind 
of homage to the things surrounding it. For example, a rose bush 
wrenched absolutely from its environment cannot live. It cannot be. 
There is no water or air to nourish it, no ground to be fertilized by its 
eventual decay, no soil to serve for its roots, no sun to fuel its metabo- 
lism. Alone, the rose is absurd. It can never be the rose of love, or the 
rose of the world. Brittle, lifeless, it will disintegrate, disperse, and re- 
turn to those nebulous molecules of deep space to which it owes its dis- 
tant ancestry and in which is also found the ancestry of everything it 
needs—water, oxygen, and light. Everything in the cosmos intercon- 
nects with its immediate surroundings, and those surroundings with 
wider environs, until the world, the solar system, and more are included. 
Things necessarily exist through and by other things. The rose bush 
needs air and moisture far more than, say, the starlight of Vega Lira, but 
all connections continue on until a universe of related things and mo- 
tions is formed. This universal ecology has a dynamic character. Even 
time and space are functions of energy, motion, and matter.”® 

The identity of everything is thus in relationship to everything else. 
“There is no isolated Being or isolated thing-in-itself.” In positive terms, 
the whole of nature works through each thing. Complete process and 
interdependence govern: “No phenomenon in nature is .. . fixed, but in 
each bat of an eye it is reproduced through the power of all nature.” 
This recalls Hazlitt’s remark that poetry imitates the flowing not the 
fixed. By this principle, according to Schelling, the universe evolves and 
changes through a series of infinitely small and rapid movements. There 
is no rest, no still point in the turning world except the Absolute, God, 
the creating intelligence itself. To reach this point is the highest goal of 
the Naturphilosophie.”” 

Nature, then, consists of particulars, of spirit differentiated into ob- 
jects. Behind these objects is the realm of ideas and creative force. Na- 
ture is the birth of ideas. Every natural object is thus potentially a sym- 
bol of the spirit or of natura naturans, a meeting point of the eternal and 
the temporal, the universe and the particular. This means that science 
ultimately asks the same questions that philosophy asks; the two disci- 
plines are forks of one road that rejoin. Schelling brings science under 
the umbrella of philosophy: they have the same end; their studies are 
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animated by the same creating force. The highest presence in the mate- 
rial world is “that of the imagination of nature” (Einbildungskraft der 
Natur). The goal of Schelling’s “speculative physics,” natural symbols 
form a “new mythology” representing the world-system and reason of 
God.*° 

Schelling’s scientific knowledge was incomplete and crude by modern 
standards. He could not reach the goal he set for it, or even prove his 
own speculations. His attempt to be a factual polymath seems as remote 
as Plato’s in the Timaeus. But anyone familiar with the progress and 
puzzles of modern science, with the questions it poses and the answers it 
suggests, can only be amazed by Schelling. The moving force behind 
the Naturphilosophie is the divine imagination or the imagination of 
nature, one and the same. It is the force and phenomena, spirit and 
body. It is man’s highest goal, as both philosopher and scientist, to 
fathom, and as artist, to participate in this imagination: “What is all the 
renown of the most clever skeptic against the life of one man who carries 
a world in his head and the whole of nature in his imagination?” Perhaps 
this search of philosopher and scientist, and the hope it implies, is what 
Einstein had in mind when he said, “Imagination is more important 
than knowledge.” 


THE SECOND STEP: THE PHILOSOPHY OF MIND 


The Naturphilosophie starts from the real and proceeds to the ideal. 
Then, on the ideal side there is a new and more direct study of mind and 
intelligence itself. This quest for intellectual consciousness or the tran- 
scendental philosophy is seen by Schelling as pointing with the nature 
philosophy to one Absolute Identity of real and ideal, the Identitdatssys- 
tem: “In the eternal activity of the Absolute we comprehend two neces- 
sary sides, one real and one ideal; thus, from the perspective of the forms 
philosophy can take, it has been necessarily divided into two camps.” In 
the opening of his Darstellung meines Systems der Philosophie (1801), 
Schelling constructs his new philosophy on these two bases: “The sys- 
tem... is the same that I .. . have oriented consistently in the transcen- 
dental—as well as the nature philosophy.”?! 

Since the real tends to return to the creating or the perceiving intelli- 
gence, what needs ultimately to be explained is consciousness or intelli- 
gence itself—in man, the subjective self or ego. To probe what is not 
grounded in the material world, to reach the basis of man’s knowledge, 
only transcendental philosophy will serve. It explores the phenomenon 
of self-consciousness and the ground of man’s being. As Coleridge ob- 
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serves, this philosophy explains the very process of being and intellec- 
tion; or put another way, it is the philosophy of becoming. Schelling’s 
most thorough treatment of it is the System des transzendentalen Idea- 
lismus.”? 

The nub of Schelling’s transcendentalism is that the conscious self 
will always be lost in a dark house of subjectivity unless it affirms the 
nature and potential of its own existence by creating something objec- 
tive and real, which is outside of itself. If the self succeeds in this crea- 
tive act, it will perform the task of objectifying itself. Schelling calls this 
act Subjekt-objektivirung, the process of subject-objectivization. Its 
product unifies the mind’s subjective and internal consciousness with 
the external world’s objectivity and lack of consciousness. This act of 
self-affirmation (Selbstaffirmation) produces something real and objec- 
tive, which nevertheless originates in the subjective mind and the mind’s 
ideas. This product is the ideal union or idea (Einbildung), the identity 
of subjective and objective, internal and external, consciousness and ab- 
sence of consciousness. The free activity of its creation is harnessed to 
and harmonized with the necessary presence of an external world. The 
dialectic of nature and mind, real and ideal, at last produces a synthetic 
third, identified with both, which reconciles man’s creative freedom to 
the necessity of what has already been created. For God, this product is 
nature; for man, it is art. And the power by which the mind or intelli- 
gence creates this product is Kunstvermogen or Dichtungsvermégen, 
the highest level of Einbildungskraft, the force of In-Eins-Bildung. The 
person possessing this highest power of imagination is called a genius. 
Genius is ‘a portion of the Absolute nature of God.” 

The transcendental philosophy, with its resolution in the creative act, 
reflects back on nature. It answers the question of why there is a crea- 
tion and a universe. God’s ideal being, his oneness, was not self-suffi- 
cient. As an intelligence himself, He formed nature as his own act of 
self-afirmation. Thus He became self-sufficient only at that moment 
when he started to create something external to his original being 
through the power of divine imagination. “Why is there not nothing; 
why, moreover, is there something? Is not the All or God, and not the 
something, the only valid answer?” God and nature stand in special rela- 
tionship as the one and all. Nature is God’s artwork. “What we call na- 
ture is a poem that lies locked up in a secret and wonderful writing.” 
Nature fulfills the eternal act of God’s self-perception and self-affirma- 
tion, in which both ideal and real participate. The temporal progress of 
nature and life, or history, is an epic composed by God’s spirit. He is 
thus inextricably present in nature and history. They are actually part 
of his being, and necessary to it.** 
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Only the artistic or creative imagination both solves the questions of 
transcendental philosophy and explains the presence of nature. Through 
the act and product of its own creativity, the ego or intelligence actually 
sees itself becoming objective and real. Imagination frees man from the 
closed circle of self-reflection and subjectivity.** 

For man, imaginative art transforms his subjective being. As Hazlitt 
noted, imagination is another name for getting out of ourselves. It af- 
firms the self, along with the self’s relationship to nature, in an objective 
form. Art does more than mediate. It joins man and nature with the clos- 
est intimacy. The work of art is a kind of wedding ring. The creative 
imagination produces this aesthetic symbol in which man and nature, 
internal and external, the mind’s free consciousness and nature’s lack of 
it, the ideal and the real, the universal and the particular, no longer con- 
tradict each other. They fuse into one entity. This work of art is outside 
the self. It is the self having made itself an objective part of the cosmos: 
“To the philosopher art is the highest pursuit because it unlocks to him, 
as it were, the holy of holies, where what in nature and history are torn 
asunder—and what in life and action (even as in thought)—must be 
eternally fleeting, now burn together, as it were, in one flame.”*° Hazlitt 
similarly remarks in “On Genius and Common Sense, The Same Sub- 
ject Continued,” that “Originality is the seeing nature differently from 
others, and yet as it is itself... . It is only minds on whom she [Nature] 
makes her fullest impressions that can penetrate her shrine or unveil her 
Holy of Holies ... Whoever does this is a man of genius.” Schelling’s 
tone also has strong affinities with Shelley’s Defence and with those two 
famous paragraphs of the conclusion to Pater’s Renaissance that begin 
with the short quotation from Novalis. To the artist, according to 
Schelling, nature is no longer a version of the ideal world compressed 
and restricted into real images that must be reproduced within the psy- 
che. To the artist, nature is part of his own being, and he becomes part 
of nature as well. 

Schelling had separate stages but not separate systems. His thought 
coheres and is the grand exposition of a dialectic and its synthesis. His 
end was encompassing unity. He posited several stages because experi- 
ence itself, and the universe, is manifold. He never disowned the Na- 
turphilosophie, transcendental idealism, or the Identitdatssystem. Each 
one is a rung on the same ladder, a refracted image of the same object. 
As soon as Schelling dropped Fichte’s subjectivism in 1795 at the age of 
twenty-three, he was on a singular mission that demanded several land- 
ing places. He refers to the transcendental even when he speaks of na- 
ture. He reflects on nature even as he explores the transcendental. And 
the Absolute Identity, living through the power of imagination, is the 
apex and copula of both. 
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IMAGINATION AND ART 


When Schelling attempted to explain the precise nature of imagina- 
tive or “organic” art, his critical eye was duller than Coleridge’s. How- 
ever, at least three concepts in Schelling became earmarks of romantic 
art and bywords of its criticism. These are “genius,” “beauty,” and the 
idea that art, calling on the whole man, affords him a union with God 
and a form of salvation. The three concepts are connected. For example, 
given the religious aspects of salvation, the genius assumes a prophetic 
voice, and the beautiful in art becomes an expression of God’s truth, the 
best symbol of man’s place in nature. 

After some fashionable protests against “mechanical” art, the art of 
copying and rearranging without transformation, Schelling makes an 
extreme and rather militant point about “organic” art and the genius 
who can create it, which departs markedly from the German rococo and 
the aesthetics of Baumgarten and Winckelmann. Art seeks to imitate the 
productive force found in nature, in such a way that the work of art 
lacks all appearance of artifice and confronts us, as do Shakespeare’s 
characters, with the surprise of a new reality. The secret of art is not 
method, but spirit. Only by capturing the working spirit of nature’s 
creative power, the natura naturans, can the artist imitate nature truly: 


Only mighty movements of the feelings, only profound convulsions of 
the imagination by the all-animating, all-governing forces of nature could 
have imbued art with the indomitable vigor with which, from the rigidly 
enclosed earnestness of the constructions of early times to the works of 
overflowing sensuous charm, it remained ever faithful to truth and begot 
in the spirit the loftiest reality it is granted mortals to look upon.’” 


Art should emulate the “eternally creating primal energy.” The secret 
of the best art is internal process: it shapes and generates form from 
within; it unifies all parts. It 1s not the imposition of form on a heteroge- 
neous mass or the external manipulation of surface effect. In other 
words, creative imagination, not fancy or reason, is the secret of art. 

The genius captures this secret, and his imagination imitates God’s 
creative power. In this, Schelling follows Gerard and Tetens. But for 
Schelling, true genius is necessary only for the arts; science and learning 
may be helped by it, as in the case of Newton’s gravitational system, but 
when it is absent, only the arts necessarily suffer. In the middle and late 
decades of the eighteenth century genius was not exclusively assigned to 
art, but Schelling pushes it there; genius, in its popular sense, was be- 
coming synonymous with art, originality, and creativity. A genius is, 
above all, a creator more than a thinker, discoverer, or investigator. And 
the sine qua non of genius, without which genius falters into artifice, is 
imagination—the only productive and unifying power.*® 
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Imaginative genius, the artist, is the immediate and participating di- 
vinity in man: 
This eternal idea of man in God as the immediate cause of his creations is 
what we call . . . genius, the indwelling divinity in man. It is, so to speak, a 
portion of the absolute nature of God. Each artist is accordingly able to 
produce only so much as the perpetual conception of his own being is 
bound up in God. Now the more he already perceives the universe in this 
manner, the more organically he proceeds... the more prolific he is.°” 


No other romantic thinker more cogently backed his plea for the di- 
vine nature of imagination and art. It was not a new idea, but Schelling’s 
claim has an added dimension: for him, art is the pursuit of objectivity. 
Imaginative genius does not seek a personal or idiosyncratic vision, but 
one, like Shakespeare’s, that embraces all nature. In this general outlook 
Schelling is close to Keats, Hazlitt, Coleridge, and (though in a different 
way) Blake and Shelley. Imagination, in the mind of the genius is, as 
Kant has stated, a faculty sui generis. “Das psychologische Messer” (the 
knife of psychology) cannot dissect it; it is free from the labyrinths of 
faculty psychology, materialism, “rules” of art, and logic. It is spirit, 
touched by the holy spirit.*° 

Faculty psychology, empiricism, associationism, and transcendental 
logic had actually nourished and acted as a womb for this romantic idea 
of imagination and genius. But it is the nature of ideas that, in culminat- 
ing their progress and establishing a supremacy, they seek to strengthen 
their identity and position by denying, however falsely, their own an- 
cestry, and by quashing any thought that they owe debts to the past. 
The new ideal of originality served only to strengthen this impulse. The 
stress on imagination as intuitive and immediate made it especially dif- 
ficult for any Romantic to admit that what he professed owed its devel- 
opment to those things he cast off. This is one reason that Romanticism 
flaunts its difference with the Enlightenment, when, in truth it is the 
militant but brilliant child of the Enlightenment. 


THE THIRD AND FINAL STEP: ART RESCUES PHILOSOPHY 


By making works of art fill such a massive philosophical need, Schel- 
ling risked shutting philosophy itself out in the cold, and he knew it. 
Philosophy yearns for the highest possible knowledge, but to this point 
it can bring only a part (“ein Bruchstick”) of the whole man. “Art 
brings the whole man . . . to a knowledge of the highest, and in this rests 
the everlasting distinction and wonder of art.”*! Art can secure immedi- 
ately, in the living and concrete, what philosophy—uninformed by 
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art—strives after vainly. Art solves the dilemma of philosophy, the split 
between man and nature, the riddle of creation and its relationship to 
the individual mind. 

Since the Kunstprodukt or work of art does so much, it might be pos- 
sible to drop philosophical inquiry altogether and pursue the arts alone, 
or more specifically, the fine arts, where creative genius holds sway 
without the help and interpretation of either critic or philosopher. The 
argument could rapidly decay into a narrow art-for-art’s-sake. Yet 
Schelling pursues something broader that he believes resuscitates the 
arts, keeps them alive, and brings out their meaning. He wants a way to 
live, to perceive, and to experience the world in which all things are 
viewed as an artistic or creative manifestation of either God or man. 
Poems, plays, and symphonies are wonders; they are the things of art. 
But people create them in the first place only when they come to envi- 
sion nature in a certain way. These artists may not be self-conscious 
about their perspective or vision, or they may come to it in “years that 
bring the philosophic mind.” But only the philosopher in man can ana- 
lyze, explain, and interpret the artistic vision. This is why Keats rest- 
lessly pursued the idea of the poet as philosopher, and why there will 
always be a profound bond between poetry and philosophy. The con- 
scious realization, unfolding, and interpretation of man’s aesthetic or 
imaginative view of life—a view that is the often unknowing or unself- 
conscious patron of all artworks—is a philosophy of art (“Philosophie 
der Kunst”). Here, then, is a way to unite art and philosophy. For even 
as art can give to the eye an image of man and nature in harmony, phi- 
losophy holds this image up to the light and presents it to our mind so 
we may see what ideas and vision of the world make that art possible. 

Die Philosophie der Kunst is not simply a philosophy or critique of 
the fine arts, let alone of the arts in general. Like the natural and tran- 
scendental philosophies, it is a way to consider the self and the cosmos. 
But unlike any other philosophy, the Philosophie der Kunst sees man 
and nature under the single aspect of creative imagination and recog- 
nizes that the unity of man and nature “is possible only through an aes- 
thetic act of the imagination.”*” 

Seen under the aspect of the creative or poetic imagination (“Dich- 
tungsvermogen’’), philosophy becomes an artistic act and art becomes a 
philosophic expression. The product of the artistic process is “toward 
the external,” the art work as a real symbol; the result of the philosophy 
of art is “toward the internal,” objective knowledge or true ideas of man 
and nature. Together, then, art and philosophy complement each other, 
since at their highest level they are both based on the creative imagina- 
tion: “Thus philosophy is founded on the productive power just as 
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firmly as art is, and the difference between them is simply in the alter- 
nating direction of that power.” Imagination is a two-way power, work- 
ing between the ideal and real: 


Hence while creativity in art directs itself outward [to the real and indi- 
vidual] ... creativity in philosophy directs itself immediately to the in- 
ward [the ideal] to reflect on it as an intellectual perception. The same 
faculty with which this philosophical act must be apprehended is thus 
aesthetic, and even on this account the philosophy of art is the true or- 
ganon of philosophy.* 


The philosophy of art subsumes the philosophies of nature and 
mind—is really their capstone or joining arch, the “In-Eins-Bildung” or 
philosophical equivalent of the “eternal copula” of Schelling and Cole- 
ridge, and the intended purpose of the incomplete Chapter 13 of the 
Biographia. Imagination can now be diagrammed in the full context of 
art and philosophy: 


sinnliche natural philoso- _ real being as physical 

Einbildungskraft phy form 

produktive transcendental ideal being in the pro- 

Einbildungskraft philosophy cess of self-con- 
struction 

desthetische Philosophie der __ ideal and real form and being in 

Einbildungskraft Kunst eternal interpene- 

Dichtungs- tration 

vermogen 


Those who possess the philosophy of art enjoy the highest conception of 
the world and of man. They perceive all things and ideas in an objective, 
aesthetic way. In a work not published until 1917, the Altestes System- 
programm des deutschen Idealismus, Schelling states this revelation. 
The creative imagination alone fulfills reason and releases the power of 
ideas: “I am now convinced that the highest act of reason, in which it 
comprehends all ideas, is an aesthetic act... the philosopher must 
therefore possess as much aesthetic power as the poet does.””*’ 

Thus the creative imagination not only permits art but also rescues 
philosophy from its personal and metaphysical subjectivity. For Schel- 
ling, art and philosophy teeter on the brink unless imagination infuses 
them with dynamic vigor. Imaginative art and, more generally, all crea- 
tive acts of mind may be considered “greater and more worthy” than 
“philosophy” itself, including Schelling’s own New Philosophy. This 
last admission is a great tribute to Schelling’s own humility. He was 
more concerned with the wonder of life than with his own presentation 
of it. This is exactly why his position is inspired; weighed in the bal- 
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ance, it is selfless. The whole question of art, in fact, becomes so vital 
that his two most systematic and complete works, System des transzen- 
dentalen Idealismus and Vorlesungen tiber die Methode des Akademis- 
chen Studiums, culminate in sections on art and on the intimate tie be- 
tween art and philosophy. Schelling’s progress is a great drama, for he 
discovers, like the hero in a Greek play, that his own thought and philos- 
ophy are swept up in a larger artistic whole, a vision of life in direct 
contact with knowledge of the self and cosmos.** 

In effect, Schelling’s philosophy of art elevates philosophy to a 
broader stage, because the philosophy of art recognizes and includes the 
power of creative imagination. It catches up the lower levels of philoso- 
phy and of imagination, placing them in the highest perspective. In fact, 
all philosophy can be seen through the eyes of the creative imagination. 
“‘We here must remember that the philosophy of art is itself philosophy 
in general, only presented in the power or potentiality of art.””*” It is as- 
tonishing that a philosopher should claim so much for the creative 
power and for the arts in general. This claim is preeminently for the 
imagination, the active force of art and philosophy. This claim became 
the essential principle of all thoughtful Romanticism. 


DIALECTIC OF ART AND PHILOSOPHY 


Like Coleridge, Reynolds, Hazlitt, Schiller, Goethe, and so many Ro- 
mantics not caught up in the whirlwind of personality, Schelling con- 
cludes that the highest vision of art and philosophy reaches a summit of 
truth. The intertwining of art and philosophy (“diese Verwandt- 
schaft der Philosophie und der Kunst”) lends philosophy an objectivity 
it gains no other way. Schelling describes this curious transit of objec- 
tivity: ““We can say take away from art its objectivity and it ceases to be 
what it is and becomes philosophy; give objectivity to philosophy and it 
ceases to be philosophy and becomes art.” When philosophy assumes 
the robes of art, it becomes “objective” and is most properly called art 
itself. 

In arguing that an aesthetic perception is objective, Schelling is 
stressing not the Ding-An-Sich, which for him doesn’t exist as such, but 
an objective interplay of man and nature. The word “aesthetic,” after 
all, comes from the Greek meaning to perceive truly or clearly, and what 
Schelling means by art is not the fine arts alone but an aesthetic percep- 
tion, in the most profound sense, of the universal process. Perhaps the 
closest thing to this sense of art in modern usage is “the faculty of arts” 
at a university, or phrases (worn thin by use) like “the art of politics” or 
“the art of thinking.” Schelling is specific about the broad sweep of his 
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idea: “Accordingly, in the philosophy of art I take there to be first not 
art as art [art-for-art’s-sake], as such, as it is by itself, but I take the uni- 
verse in the form of art, and the philosophy of art as knowledge of 
everything seen in the form or potentiality of art.”*? 

But still, no matter how much leeway Schelling gives to “art,” he does 
not place philosophy and thought in general strictly under the aegis of 
art. Having written from a “philosophic” stance in the first place, he is 
definitely not downgrading philosophy. In 1812 Goethe, thinking possi- 
bly of Schelling, said about recent German philosophers that they as- 
signed art so high a place, “that they even placed philosophy beneath 
art.”” But Goethe knew that the poetic and artistic surge of his day 
pushed itself forward because philosophy made room at the top for art 
and gave it an elevated rank: “Epoche der forcierten Talente ent- 
sprang aus der philosophischen. Hohere theoretische Ansichten wur- 
den klar und allgemeiner.’”® 

Like Arnold’s conviction that a critical period, rich in ideas and intel- 
lectual ferment, must pave the way for poetic creativity, Schelling be- 
lieved that, “Only philosophy can once again open for consideration 
sources of art that have been largely exhausted in their creativity.”*' In 
the Romantic period, marvelous results followed from this belief. For if 
struggling artists actually feel that they are witnessing, at first-hand, the 
igneous streams which are the hottest and clearest sources of art, then 
those artists can take the Gradus ad Parnassum. Their confidence and 
faith will be their greatest asset. The wonderfully fruitful thing about 
the development of the concept of imagination was that it concerned the 
poetic process itself. For Schelling, then, even as art alone completes the 
philosophic synthesis of mind and cosmos, only philosophy—or criti- 
cism—can explain the significance of the artist’s imaginative creation. 
Art’s function is promoted to the fuller context of ideas, history, and 
morality. 

Schelling’s plea for art is echoed in English by Sidney’s Apology and 
Shelley’s Defence. But where these works approach the philosophic and 
humane meaning of art from historical examples and the formative ef- 
fect of the arts, Schelling bases the necessity of art and the characteris- 
tics of imagination on a cosmological foundation. In rough terms, Sid- 
ney and Shelley defend imaginative literature from the already existing 
effects and aims of art. Schelling works his way up, philosophically, 
until he concludes what the very nature and function of art must be if it 
is to bring the whole man to truth and harmony of being. Shelley and 
Sidney propagate the raison d’étre of art; Schelling formulates it and 
shows its inevitability as part of a universe populated by intelligent life. 

The philosopher’s reason and the artist’s imagination are seen as dif- 
ferent sides of the same power. This is a very high, even rarefied level of 
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generalization but, from the standpoint of the philosophy of art, a true 
one. It explains the stunning remark in the Vorlesungen that reason and 
imagination are, in essence, one: “In the world made concretely mani- 
fest, there is from the inner being of the Absolute, which itself is the 
eternal forming-into-one [ /n-Eins-Bildung]of the universal and partic- 
ular, an emanation in reason and in imagination, both of which are one 
and the same.”** The only difference is that in art the end products are 
works of art or things, whereas in philosophy the final products are 
ideas. Philosophy and art together, then, are man’s closest approach to 
the pure identity of the Absolute, or God, who is himself the original 
mind and the first artist. For Schelling, the power of imagination, art, 
and religion become confluent. He speaks of “Der innige Bund, welcher 
die Kunst und Religion vereint,””’ “the inner bond that unifies art and 
religion.” This theme surfaces in Coleridge and later in Arnold, too, 
though Arnold expresses it in a more cryptic and less profound way. In 
all three writers the Bible, as imaginative art and as theology, becomes 
the one central work, at least for Christian theology. 


BEAUTY, SALVATION, AND THE FUTURE 


All Romantics inherited the word “beauty,” which became something 
of a deadweight around their necks. With too many common connota- 
tions, “beauty” could not convey the combined aesthetic, moral, and 
philosophic sensibility that was expected of it. Hampered with this un- 
fortunate term, poets and critics attempted repeatedly to explain it until 
their special meanings, meant to be clarifications, became confused, and 
people fell back on the lowest common denominator, beauty as some- 
thing agreeable or pleasing to the senses. New ideas often demand new 
words, but Herder’s “Besonnenheit,” Hazlitt’s “gusto,” and Coleridge’s 
“multéity in unity,” all of which were attempts to revamp aesthetic and 
critical vocabulary and to enrich the depth and nuance of “beauty”— 
never broke into popular usage. 

For Schelling, beauty in an object frees in the psyche a total and har- 
monious response, a feeling which itself may be called beauty. The idea 
is similar to Schiller’s concept of beauty in The Aesthetic Education. All 
elements of the self, according to Schelling, are called on together and 
are unified by a corresponding harmony in the external object. The 
senses, understanding, reason, moral feeling, judgment, and emotion all 
focus on one end. This end, or beauty, is a cipher or code. Coleridge re- 
marks that beauty is the “short hand hieroglyphic of truth.” It reveals 
the organic interconnection of the universe and symbolizes the world’s 
processes. It suggests, embodies, and reveals these processes and rela- 
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tions in concrete and specific form, so that the psyche can at once be 
aware of what would otherwise be a multiplicity of experiences. 

Beauty focuses, distills, intensifies, and fuses nature with experience. 
The beautiful object dissolves any barrier between the subjective self 
and the objective world. Beauty is thus a product of genius and of the 
creative imagination. It realizes the latent potential for synthesis that is 
in the psyche. Beauty is economy and shows in the most concentrated 
way that all things in nature and all faculties in man exist and owe their 
identities to their many relationships with each other. Schelling was 
trying to break away from Baumgarten and Kant’s aesthetics: the first 
was too simple, the second too dry. Leibniz helped give him a sense of 
complete organicism. Bruno oder tiber die gottliche und natiirliche 
Prinzip der Dinge (1802), one of Schelling’s major statements on 
beauty, truth, and an imaginative concept of the universe, reflects the 
ambiance of Leibniz’s Nouveaux essais. Later, in 1806, Schelling em- 
phasizes the unity and total awareness that Leibniz taught him to find in 
beauty: “In each soul we can read the whole beauty of the universe, we 
can set down and develop all its recesses, for each true perception of the 
soul locks within itself an infinity of intricate, confused perceptions, 
which in their development embody the whole universe.”** Beauty uni- 
fies the soul. 

The difference between beauty in nature and in art is two-fold. Natu- 
ral beauty, though powerful, cannot appeal to all the faculties of man. 
Like nature itself, it cannot resolve and harmonize the split between 
man and nature. But the beauty of art, even while imitating nature, con- 
tains an element of human consciousness. It is beautiful by design and 
awareness; it engages the psyche more fully than the beauty of nature, 
which must remain accidental.” 

The vision of the world awakened by beauty is actually truth in its 
fullest sense; it is complete awareness. Beauty and truth are one, and 
both express the objective world. The identity of beauty and truth is the 
same as the identity of philosophy and art in the Philosophie der Kunst. 
The highest values of each—truth in philosophy and beauty in art—are 
two sides of the same thing. Truth is ideal, and beauty more real and 
concrete, but they both are only differing approaches which point to and 
become the same approach. In his philosophy of art Schelling drives 
home this point, that “Truth and beauty are simply two differing ap- 
proaches of the one absolute.”*° 

Here again Schelling reaches the Absolute. God is the source of 
beauty, and it comes from him through imaginative transformation. In 
the Absolute, beauty is “unborn”; it is ideal and abstract. The “technical 
side”’ of art, its “creative science,” gives concrete form, body, color, and 
mass to beauty. In other words, imagination is the highest act of mind 
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because it delivers to the real world what previously was without form 
and void.*” 

The scheme is Platonic but also Christian. Schelling sees Christ as 
God’s promise of love to man, and God’s love is the same thing as God's 
imagination. This is a religious clarification toward which Schelling 
struggles from about 1805 on. Increasingly, he identifies the two princi- 
ples of God no longer as reason and creative imagination, but as reason 
and love. The oneness of God, working through love, brings about crea- 
tion itself. Imagination is a form of love because it involves escaping 
from the self and becoming involved in the world. To this end the whole 
of creation is God’s act of love, Christ is a promise and symbol of that 
love, and the church is an “artwork” representing the unity of God and 
man. A remarkable thing in Schelling’s Uber das Wesen der menschli- 
chen Freiheit (1809) is the sense that God’s imagination, die géttliche 
Einbildungskraft, is identical with God’s love. 

Following the implications of this view, Schelling equates sin with 
false imagination and cosmic evil with a failure on the part of God’s 
imagination. God becomes a being who is not all-perfect but one who, 
like a great artist, wishes to be perfect and cannot always execute his de- 
signs. This false execution of the divine plan and reason—this “falsche 
Imagination’—generates suffering and evil. 

Finally, Schelling confronts a dilemma in the nature of man’s own 
imagination and the knowledge it brings. Imagination is a great power; 
but only an élite, which throughout the Vorlesungen he calls an ‘“‘aris- 
tocracy,” possesses it. Genius is, by definition, apart from the mass of 
mankind. Coleridge feared that this stress on the importance of genius 
and the highest imagination would shut out a vast majority of people 
and cut them off from the cosmic scheme. But for Schelling, the horizon 
is brighter. Imagination carries with it freedom but also a vast responsi- 
bility, a sense that all individuals in the human race ultimately and his- 
torically share a common fate. Real knowledge, true imagination, “can 
never become really one in the individual, but only in the human race.” 
Even as the act of imagination is an escape from the self, so the benefits 
of art and the works of genius are given to mankind as a whole. Those 
who possess imaginative vision, concern, and genius must shoulder the 
responsibility for leadership and achievement.” 


ye 


COLERIDGE 


L forming his concept of the imagi- 
nation, Coleridge draws on nearly every other writer who discussed the 
subject. Despite the fragmentary nature of his own statements—it is 
hard to find more than a dozen explicit, consecutive sentences at a time 
on the subject—he states more about the imagination than any other 
Romantic. Others wrote pages on its proper and philosophic definition, 
but Coleridge distills, connects, and adds to the background with which 
he was so familiar. Assuming the imagination as a fundamental principle 
of nature and mind, he pursues it through the details of many fields yet 
keeps alive the sense that it remains one principle. 

Like Hazlitt and Goethe, Coleridge applies the idea of imagination 
directly to “practical criticism,” a term he originates. He enters into aes- 
thetics and the theory of language and symbolism and deals with ques- 
tions raised by Addison, Burke, Duff, Alison, Kant, and Schiller. The 
cosmic sense of imagination found in Leibniz, Akenside, and Schelling 
resurfaces. The theory that art serves as the crown of philosophy, as in 
Schelling’s philosophy of art, is shared and rivaled by Coleridge’s re- 
marks on the function of the arts and their dependence on creative imag- 
ination. Yet Coleridge also dips back into the associationists and psycho- 
logical critics. Moving away from his youthful enthusiasm for Hartley, 
he retains insights from him, as well as from Gerard, Tetens, Stewart, 
and even Maass, which add to the working psychological depth he gives 
the imagination. He affirms the conviction of Hobbes, Johnson, Hume, 
and Keats that imagination, for better or worse, governs the mass of in- 
dividual experience we call life. With Smith and Hazlitt, he links sym- 
pathy and the moral life to the imagination and takes Shakespeare as the 
great example of sympathy expressing itself in passionate language. In 
the same path as Blake, Shelley, Herder, Novalis, and Boehme, Cole- 
ridge holds the imagination to be a prophetic gift; despite his disagree- 
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ments with Wordsworth over a strict definition of the imagination, 
Coleridge, using one of Wordsworth’s own lines, says that “I reflect 
with delight, how little a mere theory ... interferes with the process of 
genuine imagination in a man of true poetic genius, who possesses .. . 
‘The vision and the faculty divine.’ ”” The value Coleridge places on the 
poet’s imagination reflects his own experience of writing, yet the philo- 
sophical and psychological analyst in him proceeds, like those before 
him, to explore various “degrees and denominations” of the imaginative 
power. 

Among all these thinkers and writers, nearly all of whom were ab- 
sorbed, criticized, and used to varying degrees by Coleridge himself, he 
remains hardest to classify. The range and profundity of his idea of the 
imagination make it a natural climactic point. 


PHILOSOPHICAL TERRAIN 


The central problem of philosophy since Descartes had been the rela- 
tionship between the individual self and nature, between subject and 
object. On one side, though in different ways, Fichte and Berkeley 
stressed the action and innate qualities of the self. Fundamentally oppo- 
site in stance, Hobbes, Locke, and Hartley presumed the working ef- 
fects of nature on an impressionable mind. Leibniz, Kant, Schelling, Ja- 
cobi, and to some degree Hume—whom Kant said “woke me from my 
dogmatic slumbers”—mediated between the extremes. Sometimes it 
was hard to place a particular thinker in one camp or another, as with 
Tucker, Tetens, or Gerard. Yet the two basic approaches, easily recog- 
nizable in themselves, spawned pairs of labels: materialist or naturalist 
versus transcendentalist, dogmatic versus spiritual, objective versus 
subjective, “Es gibt” versus “Ich bin.” By the 1790s, especially in Ger- 
many, these common labels were bandied about in compliment and ac- 
cusation.” 

Thinkers as widely apart, and as representative in the extreme of 
these two approaches, as Fichte and Hobbes relied on the imagination to 
connect the self with nature. As mediating figures, Kant, Schelling, and 
Coleridge express a multiple and broader view of the imagination, a “dy- 
namic” that comprehends the subjective and objective working organi- 
cally together, mutually influencing and transforming themselves in one 
larger system. More than ever the idea of the imagination was crucial 
because it now was intended not only to explain how the mind makes 
sense out of nature or, conversely, how nature shapes the mind through 
the senses, but also to reconcile these two poles in one process. 

Coleridge, by the age of forty familiar with the history and intricacies 
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of both British and Continental attempts to solve the basic subject-ob- 
ject issue of philosophy, could turn to the imagination with the hope 
that at last the true nature of this “synthetic and magical power” might 
be revealed. He employs various terms to distinguish the two “sys- 
tems.” The “natural philosopher” takes for his object forma formata or 
the “passive” nature of phenomena in themselves.’ Coleridge roughly 
groups Aristotle, Locke, and Hartley as representatives of natural phi- 
losophy. The subjective system, because it sees self-conscious intelli- 
gence as antecedent to all knowledge, he calls the domain of the intelli- 
gential or transcendental philosopher. “This is what Leibniz meant, 
when to the old adage of the Peripatetics, Nihil in intellectu quod non 
prius in Sensu... he replied—praeter intellectum ipsum.”* Kant, 
Fichte, Schelling, and to some extent mystics like Boehme represent this 
class of philosophers. Coleridge often speaks as well of the objective 
system (the philosophy of knowing) and of the subjective philosophy 
(that of being). ‘‘For in this, in truth, did philosophy begin, in the dis- 
tinction between the subject and the object.”* In Aids to Reflection and 
the Biographia, he affirms, “The very words, objective and subjec- 
tive... I have ventured to re-introduce, because I could not so briefly or 
conveniently by any more familiar terms distinguish the percipere from 
the percipi.’”” 

Neither system, when taken in any other than its extreme form, 
denies either conscious mind or matter, but each system makes one de- 
pendent on the other. The natural or material philosophers “give the 
whole to the object and make the subject, that is the reflecting and con- 
templating, feeling part, the mere result of that.” Transcendentalists 
“give the whole to the subject and make the object a mere result in- 
volved in it.”’ These are the “two great directions of man.” In one, the 
mind supplements the experienced world with passion and desires. In 
the alternate system the “initiative thought,” the inherent formation of 
knowledge, ‘‘must itself have its birth-place within, whatever excite- 
ment from without may be necessary for its germination.’”® 

Turning philosophy since Plato on two hinges, even resurrecting the 
scholastic Nominalists and Realists under the headings of objective and 
subjective, Coleridge gives a beautiful image of possible union: 


I have read of two rivers passing through the same lake, yet all the way 
preserving their streams visibly distinct—if I mistake not, the Rhone and 
the Adar, through the Lake of Geneva. In a far finer distinction, yet in a 
subtler union... are the streams of knowing and being. The lake is 
formed by the two streams in man and nature as it exists in and for man; 
and up this lake the philosopher sails on the junction-line of the constitu- 
ent streams.” 
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As a young man, Coleridge felt enamored with the materialist system 
and read Aristotle, Locke, Priestley, and the associationists with enthu- 
siasm. He named his first son Hartley. The doctrine of association and 
the psychology of suggestion fascinated him. But as early as 1797, before 
his trip to Germany, he became uneasy, saying that, “Those who have 
been led . . . thro’ the constant testimony of their senses . .. contemplate 
nothing but parts.”'° “Constant” empiricism, namely empiricism alone, 
could not view all parts as they connect to form the whole of experience. 
Associationism could not eradicate this difficulty. It became like the 
term ‘‘stimulus” in medicine: explaining all, it ended “‘all-annihilating,” 
becoming a circuitous path explaining nothing. “The solution of 
Phaenomena can never be derived from Phaenomena.”!! Associa- 
tionism could not account for a theory of perception nor explain the for- 
mation, in the mind, of what was associated. Innate faculties and abili- 
ties of the mind could not be explained by material impressions made by 
the senses on the nerves. Following sensations into the recesses of the 
mind could not explain the very being and inherent nature of that mind. 
However, Coleridge’s early encounters with these thinkers saved him 
from remote abstractions, the Ptolemaic wheels-within-wheels of logic 
that sometimes plague Fichte and Schelling. Like Leibniz and Kant, 
Coleridge found it hard to deny outright any “opposing” view. There 
must be some value in it. 

Associationism was crucial: the poet had to link together ideas, 
images, and feelings in a lively, unexpected way. It was the metaphysi- 
cal baggage that went along with associationism as a complete explana- 
tion that Coleridge wanted to jettison, for that baggage, the system rep- 
resented by Hartley, was not ‘“‘metaphysical” at all. It made each mind 
the product and prey of atoms vibrating and bouncing into each other. It 
made a mockery of any “creative” act. It left no room for conscious 
choice. It was a bow to atheism. The individual possessed “organs of 
spirit” as well as those of sense.'? And the poet chose which images were 
to be associated and created, and in what manner. His will was not like 
Hartley’s theory of the will as described by Coleridge, namely a series 
of streams, or influences, simply converging into a larger river that takes 
the path of least resistance. The will of a poet implied spiritual freedom, 
a desire to create one goal or end in preference to another. And thus the 
poet had to be a moral agent. 

The objective system was a moral and religious failure, for the poet as 
well as for the philosopher.'* Filled with deep respect for revealed, even 
orthodox Christianity, after having repudiated the “errors” of his 
youthful Unitarianism, Coleridge asks how anyone could read the sec- 
ond chapter of Genesis—“ ‘And the Lord God formed man of the dust 
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of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life... and 
man became a living soul’ ”’—and not see that, “Materialism will never 
explain those last words.”'* The essential motives for Coleridge’s philo- 
sophical inquiries—motives that remain even when he deals with the 
imagination—are moral and strongly connected with the Christian reli- 
gion. Near the end of the Biographia he takes an impassioned parting 
blast at the enthusiasm of his youth and at much of the British tradition 
since Hobbes and Locke: “the system of nature (i.e., materialism, with 
the utter rejection of moral responsibility, of a present providence, and 
of both present and future retribution) may influence . . . characters and 
action... to a degree that almost does away the distinction between 
men and devils . . . and will make the page of the future historian resem- 
ble the narration of a madman’s dreams.” 

Coleridge had not turned a facile religious fervor against a major sys- 
tem of philosophy, although he was accused more than once of being a 
religious “fanatic.” He followed that philosophical system to its end and 
saw it turn from the outward to the inner life. As one delved deeper into 
individual experience in nature, thought viewed, “‘as a material phenom- 
enon,” could be accounted for only if one were “to refine matter into 
a... modification of intelligence.”'® And if one assumed that the mind 
works chiefly by associating what it has already appropriated as part of 
its own being, then activity of mind became nothing but being contem- 
plating its own intelligence, which was an element of the “opposite” 
subjective system! Coleridge had discovered for himself, as Santayana 
noted, that “empiricism, understood in this psychological way, [be- 
came] the starting point for transcendentalism.”*’ 

In his mid and late twenties, disenchanted with the objective or natu- 
ral system, Coleridge pressed on, supplementing his thought with Leib- 
niz, Tetens, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Schiller, and Jacobi. 

As an indication of Coleridge’s progression in philosophical specula- 
tion, and of his appetite for complete explanations compatible with his 
own thought and belief, Southey wrote of Coleridge in 1808 that, 
“Hartley was ousted by Berkeley, Berkeley by Spinoza, and Spinoza by 
Plato; when last I saw him [1804] Jacob Behmen had some chance of 
coming in.” Later, when Coleridge felt uneasy about the subjective sys- 
tem’s tendency to pantheism, he came to believe that Fichte and Schell- 
ing erred when they deviated from Kant, and that Schelling’s system 
resolved “‘itself into fanaticism, not better than that of Jacob Bohme.” In 
a similar way Coleridge earlier pronounced that Hartley erred when he 
deviated from Aristotle.'* So many of the essential works here appeared 
from 1770 to 1795. Hazlitt, in his Spirit of the Age: Mr. Coleridge, de- 
scribes Coleridge’s research and omnivorous readings. In a prose ringing 
out like a Homeric catalogue of the intellect, he follows the trek of mind 
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Coleridge pursued. Hazlitt’s chronology is slightly confused, but its reg- 
ister inspiring. 

Coleridge came to accept the postulate of the subjective system, that 
being or spirit is antecedent to matter or nature, that “all body necessar- 
ily presupposes soul.” From natura, the future infinitive, he reasoned 
that nature is perpetually becoming and about to be born, and must 
have originally been spirit itself.'? The empirical science of materialism 
would approach “its perfection in proportion as it immaterializes ob- 
jects” and finds in them their cause, the principle of being and spirit. 
“This elevation of the spirit above . . . the senses to a world of spirit af- 
fords the sole sure anchorage in the storm... It is a form of BEING.””° 

Yet even if the better answer to “the whole riddle of the world” were, 
at heart, being and not matter, then at least one could see that being 
worked in and through phenomena and was made manifest in material 
realities. This was the essence of miracles. In art, too, the imagination 
must work through particular symbols, words, notes, colors, or move- 
ments.”! Gerard, Priestley, Sulzer, and Schelling all stressed this final 
return to the concrete. Concreteness was Hazlitt’s great strength as a 
critic. Shakespeare said it simply in the line, “A local habitation and a 
name.” All the arteries of life and thought return to the heart after di- 
viding into invisible capillaries. The subjective and objective poles in- 
tertwine and fuse, spirit informs matter, and a dynamic synthesis and 
coalescence of both systems occurs. Nature is then natura naturans, 
and in nature works the informing form (forma informans) of the ideal 
world. 


THE DYNAMIC IMAGINATION 


? 


The “Dynamic Philosophy,” as Coleridge envisioned it, gives ulti- 
mate precedence to the pole of being, taking it as an unconditional pos- 
tulate, which for him in the end meant God. But the dynamic process in 
individuals involves all objects of experience until an intimate union 
of inward intelligence and external substance takes place. “This,” 
Coleridge observed, in contrast to Fichte, “I call [—identifying the per- 
cipient and the perceived,” “‘a sameness of the conceiver and the con- 
ception.” The mind lives in the world as the world exists in and for the 
mind. Coleridge refers to this situation as a third philosophical system 
built on the poles of the first two: “There are therefore essentially but 
three kinds of philosophers and more are not possible.” The first two es- 
pouse either the subjective or objective system; the third kind of philos- 
opher includes “those who... have attempted to reconcile these two 
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opposites and bring them into one.””? Translated into poetical practice, 
this philosophical concept amounted to the same process that Addison, 
Akenside, Moritz, and Herder had identified as among the highest of- 
fices of poetry, especially of myth, namely the communion of corporeal 
and spiritual, the birth of gods to represent the human perception of na- 
ture, or as Keats saw in Psyche, the birth of gods to symbolize the inner 
life of the self.?? Coleridge even creates a concrete, sensuous image to 
depict the pure or “abstract self,” the self alone: 


All look or likeness caught from earth, 
All accident of kin or birth, 

Had pass’d away. There seem’d no trace 
Of aught upon her brighten’d face, 
Upraised beneath the rifted stone, 

Save of one spirit all her own; 

She, she herself, and only she, 

Shone through her body visibly.”* 


The emphasis for Coleridge was to “make the senses out of the 
mind—not the mind out of the senses, as Locke did.””* But the senses 
are indeed made, and soon much of human life is, in Keats’s words, 
“caught from earth.” Thought and reality grow indistinguishable, like 
two sounds, ‘“‘of which no man can say positively which is the voice and 
which the echo.” Our intelligent self-consciousness becomes inseparable 
from our perceptions of the world.”* Our sympathy and empathy kindle 
in the presence of personal situations and scenes of nature because our 
individual identities form themselves by the process of uniting an inher- 
ent “abstract self” with objective reality. This was the growth of a 
poet’s mind. In another context it was also Wordsworth’s child philoso- 
pher growing away form his true self until, after being eloigned from 
nature, he could again return “In years that bring the philosophic 
mind.” The border between self and nature dissolves: ‘we receive but 
what we give/And in our life alone does Nature live.” 

The Dynamic Philosophy set a framework, not only for philosophy 
and personal experience but also for science, history, and art, which was 
at once intellectual and sensual. Coleridge’s Theory of Life (1816) ex- 
plains physical and biological processes as the interaction and unifica- 
tion of polar principles. He wrote the piece for James Gillman, a young 
doctor, for whom in a letter he outlined the basic tenet of the work: “An 
IDEA therefore contemplates the Alpha and the Omega (one-all; Finite- 
Infinite; Subject-Object; Mind-Matter; Substance-Form; Time-Space; 
Motion-Rest; Futuration-Presence; & c & c—and it is indifferent which 
of the Pairs you take, for they are all Symbols of the same Truth pro- 
duced by different Positions).””” 

Nine years later, in 1825, the “Dynamic” appears in Aids to Reflec- 
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tion, where Coleridge suggests it is the moving life force, the animating 
and spiritualizing process of nature.® The extent to which the Dynamic 
had seized his outlook is shown in the fact that he even proposed reform 
of the grammatical persons: “I”? would be the thesis, “it + i = he” the 
antithesis, and “Thou” the synthesis. The dynamic process worked 
through both laws in nature and ideas in the mind. It governed science, 
history, politics and the fine arts including poetry, and had a distinct re- 
lation to theology.”’ If we start from a religious assumption that “the 
mind is beforehand impressed with a belief of a providence guiding this 
great drama of the world to its conclusion,” then it seems inevitable in 
all forms of life, matter, and spirit “that a certain unity is to be expected 
from the very circumstances of opposition . . . one point comprising the 
excellencies of both.”*° Man could feel at home in the creation. Through 
his imagination, which alone can seize and participate in the dynamic of 
nature, through what Keats called a “greeting of the spirit,” man be- 
comes not an alienated fortress or island but a part of an organic whole, a 
special creature in whom lives the whole. 


A UNIFIED PSYCHE 


Before proceeding to the resolution Coleridge developed for his “‘sys- 
tem” (‘if I may venture to give it so fine a name”), we should examine 
his vision of the dynamic process in the mind. Here the linchpin or 
combining nerve of the imagination unifies all faculties within the mind 
itself. And since the mind images in itself the natural world and its di- 
vine scheme, then in integrating the various faculties of the mind, nature 
itself can be seen as one process connatural to human life, both governed 
by the same laws of being. The internal and external would become one 
as seen through the inward “I.” Accordingly, Coleridge tried to re- 
vamp—he did not reject outright—the scheme of faculty psychology. 

Whether the senses receive stimuli from external objects or not, their 
operation is passive. Nothing originates in the senses; they have no pre- 
conceptions, no creative power in themselves. And although the senses 
can be deceptively literal—as in Blake’s “guinea sun” or the boy de- 
scribed by Tucker who, having just gained sight after blindness from 
birth, climbs a drainspout to take hold of the moon, which looked like a 
silver shilling—the senses are indispensable. The faculty of understand- 
ing includes within itself the receptivity of the senses but adds the 
power of reflection and judgment. Understanding compares and groups; 
it orders empirical data, puts them in abstract terms, and generalizes 
from them. The understanding can distinguish individualities from a 
class and consequently exercises induction and deduction. It tends to 
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separate the objective and subjective elements of experience; we are 
conscious, then, of being ‘‘separated beings, and place nature in an- 
tithesis to the mind, as object to subject, thing to thought, death to 
life.”*! Truth is known through the understanding, but this is not the 
source of truth. The senses alone have direct contact with the purely 
objective, and reason alone receives ideas and spiritual truths. “To think 
of a thing is different from to perceive it, as ‘to walk’ is from to ‘feel the 
ground under you.’ ”?? Understanding grapples with the polarity or dy- 
namic of experience through words, images, and symbols. By these 
alone both sense impressions and ideas are represented. But Coleridge 
believes that while the understanding (Kant’s Verstand and Milton’s 
“discursive reason”) can grasp the two poles of the Dynamic, it cannot 
unify them. It cannot create the images on which it depends. 

The faculty Coleridge believed held sway in scientific and materialis- 
tic researches was not reason, properly understood, but the understand- 
ing: “The histories and political economy of the present and preceding 
century partake in the general contagion of . .. mechanistic philosophy, 
and are the product of an unenlivened generalizing understanding.”*? 

Prompted by Kant’s example, Coleridge wanted to rescue the original 
sense of reason into something more in line with the Platonic nous or 
Milton’s “intuitive reason.” Consequently, as early as his mid-twenties, 
he—like Leibniz, Tetens, Hazlitt, and Reynolds—deplored the meaning 
of “rational” as scientific or empirical. The material or so-called “ratio- 
nal” philosophers, he said, praised lack of imagination as possession of 
judgment. As late as 1825 in Aids to Reflection, he battled against what 
he believed a perversion of the meaning of reason by a succession of 
empirical philosophers: “The word rational has been strangely abused 
of late times.” Such rational empiricism could not take in “great things” 
or whole conceptions. Its practitioners “were marked by a microscopic 
acuteness.” They viewed the cosmos as a man examines through his 
pocket lens the superficial imperfections in the marble of a large and 
beautiful statue.** 

Returning to the Greek conception of reason and guided by Plato, 
Pascal, Leibniz, and “‘our elder writers” such as Hooker, Bacon, Milton, 
Sanderson, and the Cambridge Platonists, Coleridge tries to vanquish 
the recent sense of reason as a notion of the “hollow Puppets of an hol- 
low Age.”*’ He aims to pierce “the long-neglected holy Cave,/The 
haunt obscure of OLD PHILOSOPHY,” until its walls sparkle “‘as erst they 
sparkled to the flame/Of odrous lamps tended by saint and sage!’ Rea- 
son turns directly to ideas and truths which exist in the subjective world 
of essence and spirit, without “an adequate correspondent in the world 
of the senses.”** Reason is an immediate and intuitive beholding of es- 
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ulty except reason; “the higher intellectual powers can only act through 
a corresponding energy of the lower.”*” The imagination is protean: it 
moves through the faculties of the mind and informs each particular fac- 
ulty in a process and manner not only congenial and immediate to that 
faculty but also susceptible of receiving influence from that faculty, an 
influence to be transformed and made immediate to other faculties. 
Sense, reason, and understanding therefore receive and give their own 
immediate apprehensions as modified by all faculties. The synthetic 
process is constant, a “combination or transfer of powers,” which in- 
volves what might be called continuous feedback.** The imagination, as 
it integrates the whole mind, is “an intermediate faculty, which is at 
once both active and passive,” influencing and influenced by each fac- 
ulty simultaneously. Then, by translating all mental activity into images 
or symbols, the imagination produces language that contains the whole 
potential or “potentized” mind. The understanding grasps this language 
and uses it for communication. Without our imagination-created lan- 
guage, we are defeated and lost—bereft, as Hobbes said, of civilization. 
Thus Caliban (The Tempest III. ii) advises the drunken sailors con- 
spiring against Prospero: 
thou mayst brain him, 
Having first seized his books .. . 
... Remember 
First to possess his books; for without them 
He’s but a sot, as I am, nor hath not 


One spirit to command ... 
... Burn but his books. 


This explanation of the imagination as one organic and harmonious 
process helps to clarify Coleridge’s short and characteristic descriptions: 
the imagination is “modifying,” ‘“‘co-adunative,” and “fusive”’,; it is ““uni- 
fying” and “esemplastic”; it shapes or “forms into one.” A lowest com- 
mon denominator exists in these characteristics: they suggest, either by 
means of the active present participle or explicitly, a vital and lifelike 
process. The faculties of the mind affect each other; they mix and trans- 
fer power, until they abolish the partitions between them and form one 
flow of sensation, ideas, reflection, and language. 

One immediate consequence of the unifying activity of the imagina- 
tion is that it no longer becomes possible to talk of subjective and objec- 
tive facets in the mind. In the mind the Dynamic of the imagination cre- 
ates unity. The subjective pole of being and the objective pole of natural 
phenomena “interpenetrate” (a word Coleridge coined) through the 
imagination, which yields a language capable of communicating and 
being understood. As Coleridge notes in the Biographia: 
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In short, what I had supposed substances were thinned away into shad- 
ows, while everywhere shadows were deepened into substances: 


“If substance may be call’d what shadow seem’d, 


For each seem’d either!” 
Milton*® 


NATURE AND CONNATURAL MIND 


Coleridge’s sense of ‘“‘primary imagination” as an individual repetition 
or perceptive duplication of the universe as created by the infinite “I 
am” indicates that he had given an answer to the “highest problem of 
philosophy”: whether our ideas are regulative and therefore may not be 
congruent with the laws of nature, or are constitutive and therefore par- 
take accurately of the life and being in the natural world. He became 
convinced that ideas are constitutive. The imagination not only harmo- 
nizes all faculties of mind but is in direct and truthful relation to the dy- 
namic of matter and spirit in nature. Ideas of human reason correspond 
to those of universal or divine reason. 

Yet however much activated by recent German thought, Coleridge 
drew from Pythagoras, Plato, the Renaissance Platonists, and Leibniz 
his original notions on the inherent harmony between man’s mind and 
the universal mind revealing itself in the created world. Pythagoras con- 
ceived that the inner soul and ideas that are present in reason 


must necessarily be of the same nature and kind with those of the uni- 
verse which acted upon him and which he alone was capable of behold- 
ing... He therefore supposed that what in men the ideas were, as we 
should say, those in the world were the laws; that the ideas partook ac- 
cording to the power of the man, of a constitutive character, in the same 
manner as the laws did in external nature.*° 


The Delphic command “Know thyself” Coleridge interprets in the 
Biographia not only as self-knowledge but as consciousness of the world 
as perceived by the self, “coincidence of an object with a subject”’; fi- 
nally, “Know thyself: and so shalt thou know God ... and in God all 
things.” Emerson, a Coleridge enthusiast, echoes the sense that nature 
and the self are one in using the same command to address his audience 
in The American Scholar (1837): “And, in fine, the ancient precept, 
‘Know thyself,’ and the modern precept, ‘Study nature,’ become at last 
one maxim.”*! 

But as in the case of accepting the antecedence of the pole of being 
over that of matter, Coleridge knew he could offer no proof that ideas are 
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sential truths, “having a similar relation to the Intelligible or Spiritual, 
as SENSE has to the Material or Phenomenal.”?” 

Working from this conception of reason, Coleridge then faces “the 
highest problem of Philosophy: whether ideas, as the object of reason, 
were regulative and only products of the limited individual mind, ac- 
cording to Kant and Aristotle, or whether ideas were constitutive, in the 
mind and one with the power and Life of Nature, as in Plato, Plotinus 
and St. John.”** 

If this is the highest problem of philosophy “and not part of its no- 
menclature,” it explains Coleridge’s stress on Kant’s distinction between 
reason and understanding. Understanding reflects and generalizes on 
sense or on symbolic impressions, but it cannot apprehend ideas, whose 
existence in reason might duplicate laws of the natural world. Because it 
leads to the “highest problem,” the relationship of ideas in the mind to 
corresponding and constitutive ideas in nature, the distinction between 
understanding and reason becomes “pre-eminently the Gradus ad Phi- 
losophiam.”” 

But Coleridge’s reason, unlike the Platonic nous, works in and 
through the senses and understanding. It has full play in a symbiosis 
with other faculties. Just as understanding includes and subsumes the 
senses, so reason includes and subsumes understanding. The image of 
the various faculties is one of concentric circles, each larger one includ- 
ing lesser ones within it. This image accorded, as Coleridge recognized, 
with the philosophical principle of subsumption emphasized by Leib- 
niz. And the image of reason subsuming all faculties in a larger concen- 
tricity elucidates Coleridge’s phrase in the Statesman’s Manual, ‘“‘self- 
circling energies of the Reason”: ““The REASON without being either the 
SENSE, the UNDERSTANDING or the IMAGINATION contains all three 
within itself, even as the mind contains its thoughts, and is present in 
and through them all; or as the expression pervades the different features 
of an intelligent countenance.”*° 

Reason is the highest function of being, itself “the one attribute in 
which all others are contained, not as parts, but as manifestations.”’*! It 
coalesces with the understanding and the senses but has primacy of 
truth over them, just as the subjective pole of being coalesces with, but 
precedes, the objective or phenomenal. Coleridge deviates from this ul- 
timate stress on reason only once, when he calls the imagination, not 
reason, the “greatest faculty of the human mind.” 

But the only way to see how ideas as objects of reason inform and 
work through the senses and understanding is to express the activity of 
reason in symbols, names, shapes, or images. A truth of the reason, an 
idea, is “‘in its own proper form... inconceivable. For to conceive is a 
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function of the Understanding, which can be exercised only on subjects 
subordinate thereto.”*? Reason must be transformed into a symbolic, 
sensual language before it can inform other faculties or communicate 
truth: “All minds must think by some symbols—Yet this a want, 
pothon, desiderium, for vividness of symbol = which has something that 
is without, that has the property of Outness (a word which Berkeley 
preferred to ‘Externality’).””? 

This “vividness” of symbol, recalling Hazlitt, the associationists, 
Tetens, Platner, Gerard, and Duff, could best be supplied by poetry. 
Keats came to speculate in The Fall of Hyperion (ll. 8-11) that: 


Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 
With the fine spell of words alone can save 
Imagination from the sable chain 
And dumb enchantment. 


THE ALL-CONNECTING NERVE OF IMAGINATION 


The imagination gives reason a language and the ability to appear in 
concrete forms. It mediates between immediate reason and immediate 
senses and expresses their union to the understanding. This activity is 
invaluable because “to the forms of the Understanding all truth must be 
reduced, that is to be fixed as an object of reflection, and to be rendered 
expressible.”** The imagination alone permits reason and ideas to in- 
form the whole mind in one interplay of faculties, self-communing, ob- 
jective and subjective, in contact with the outer world and the inner es- 
sence. Imagination is “the laboratory in which the thought elaborates 
essence into existence.”** All experience is drawn up under one “living 
copula.” The Dynamic becomes a moving, vital, and all-informing pro- 
cess. The imagination is “that reconciling and mediatory power, which 
incorporating the Reason in Images of the Sense, and organizing (as it 
were) the flux of the Senses by the permanence and self-circling ener- 
gies of the Reason, gives birth to a system of symbols, harmonious in 
themselves, and consubstantial with the truths, of which they are the 
conductors.””*° 

The imagination is, in the original Greek sense of the word “organic,” 
an instrumentality unifying and touching all parts of a living and auton- 
omous composition. It expresses the highest, ineffable truths as they an- 
imate the mind. 

The imagination is not, however, simply a messenger emanating from 
ideas and dictating to our understanding. That would be impossible, 
because ideas in their immaterial forms are incomprehensible to any fac- 
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constitutive. That position was only and forever a postulate. It seemed 
affirmed by experience and, perhaps more important, by other thinkers. 
The constitutive quality of ideas was for Coleridge also a result of a reli- 
gious belief that all creation, including the mind, depends on one abso- 
lute being. On the importance of ideas, he had turned directly to Plato. 
Authorities for his position, he said, “are such that our only difficulty is 
occasioned by their number.” He had not followed Plato strictly in his 
conception of reason, but he shared with Plato the assumption that a 
“superessential” source of being had established a harmony between 
laws of matter and ideas.*” There was at least no evidence for doubting 
this assumption. Even science, seemingly concerned with the purely 
empirical, revealed the conjunction of the mind with the laws of nature. 
This was the force of Archimedes’ cry, “Eureka”: his intuitive reason 
found confirmation in the realm of things. Similarly, Coleridge thought 
that the Newtonian system triumphed over the Ptolemaic because it was 
“‘a yet higher Power, arranging, correcting, and annulling the represen- 
tatives of the Senses according to its own inherent Laws and constitutive 
Ideas.”°? Einstein, too, later downplayed his mathematical and experi- 
mental abilities, giving greater credit to imagination for the framework 
of his theories. Coleridge expressed the union of empiricism and true 
reason in the terse statement, “philosophy becomes scientific and the 
sciences philosophical.””** 

The constitutive property of ideas leads to a swift conclusion: since 
the material world and human reason are governed by the same laws or 
ideas, imagination not only unifies the mind in one process but also is 
(or is at least a part of) the creative force of eternal reason as it works in 
the universe. This conclusion clarifies the claim that imagination in its 
highest sense, which for Coleridge would be the secondary imagination, 
is at one with “the vision and faculty divine.” Imagination is the god-like 
human power. J. P. Collier reported that Coleridge said of the creative 
power, “The Almighty has thus condescended to communicate to man 

. a portion of his own great attributes.”*’ The creative imagination 
presents nature in its highest sense, identical to the soul of man. The 
imagination is spiritual even as it works through matter, shaping it or- 
ganically. In the individual, re-creating mind it is the same impulse of 
creation that occurs in external nature. The imagination, taken in 
conjunction with ideas constitutive both in human reason and in the 
material world, gives a unified perspective on spirit, existence, and mat- 
ter. So Coleridge argued, like Plato, “that, as there was that power in 
the mind which thinks and images its thoughts, analogous to this was 
the power in nature which thought and imagined or embodied its 
thoughts.”*° 
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A belief that the imagination is part of the creative and shaping spirit 
of nature leads to two conclusions. First, the imagination may be said to 
participate in the power of the original creator, or God. Second, because 
the answer to the question, “Is not there a /ink between physical Imita- 
tion & Imagination?” is affirmative, the imagination plays the most vital 
role in art, the imitator of nature.*’ The intimacy Coleridge felt between 
his philosophical system, relying as it does on the imagination, and his 
religious conviction indicates he believed that even further behind the 
unity of the polar dynamic there must be one unconditional ground of 
being, one creator of all ideas. Given the agreement of ideas in the mind 
with “laws” in nature, and of the human imagination with creative ‘“di- 
vine imagination,” the only cause for this agreement seemed to rest “in a 
supersensual essence, which being at once the ideal of the reason and the 
cause of the material world, is the pre-establisher of the harmony in and 
between both. Religion therefore is the ultimate aim of philosophy.” Or 
as stated in his Philosophical Lectures, “it seems to have been the final 
cause of a philosophy to prepare the way to religion.”** 

As Coleridge sums up the direction of his philosophical system, it in- 
cludes a belief in constitutive ideas, in the imagination as the sole agency 
of reason; and in the presence of “one great Being.” In other words, 


the mind . . . looking abroad into nature finds that in its own nature it has 
been fathoming nature, and that nature itself is but the greater mirror in 
which he beholds his own present and his own past being in the law, and 
learns to reverence while he feels the necessity of that one great Being 
whose external reason is the ground and absolute condition of the ideas in 
the mind, and no less the ground and the absolute cause of all the corre- 
spondent realities in nature—the reality of nature forever consisting in 
the law by which each thing is that which it is.” 


Touching on the great philosophical issues of his day, Coleridge had 
given a metaphysical explanation for the age-old saying that the poet, by 
virtue of his creative power, is divinely inspired; this saying, which had 
become dangerously close to cliché, he now renovated from the ground 
up. The key was the imagination in its most complete power. Plato’s di- 
vine afflatus, the “Est Deus in nobis” of Seneca and Leibniz, Sidney’s 
poet as vice-creator, Freneau’s “spark from Jove’s resplendent throne,” 
remarks of Reynolds, Herder, Kant, and Goethe, the “correspondent 
breeze” Wordsworth felt at the beginning of The Prelude, a breeze that 
seemed like “the sweet breath of heaven,” Blake’s divine-human imagi- 
nation—all these and many more may now, by Coleridge’s explanation, 
be seen as affirmations of one truth. And with this renewed confidence, 
the poet could believe that what Keats calls “guesses at heaven” are true 
visions. 
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LEVELS OF THE IMAGINATION 


We have discussed the repeated attempts of Locke, Wolff, Gerard, 
Platner, Tetens, Sulzer, Kant, Stewart, Alison, Fichte, Schelling, and 
others to split the imagination into levels or degrees of power. (Most of 
them also distinguish between fancy and imagination.) Coleridge, fully 
aware of nearly all these attempts, faced a tangled skein of terms, a Gor- 
dian knot of meanings tied up in the single strand of the English word 
“imagination.” His own attempt to define degrees of the imagination 
culminates a century of interest. Not only are his definitions last in chro- 
nology, coming primarily in the Biographia of 1817, but Coleridge, 
though not as exhaustive or as lengthy as others, cleaves to essentials. 
His hope is to clarify, to simplify, and to join together the valuable con- 
tributions of British and German thinkers. Although his analyses re- 
main open to varied interpretations, they shed light on what the imagi- 
nation meant to him and what it had meant throughout the eighteenth 
century and the Romantic period.* 

In order to distinguish the habitual growth and perceptions of mind 
from the creative powers of genius, Coleridge scaled the imaginative 
process in two degrees. The primary imagination is the agency of per- 
ceiving and of learning. It is the process of education in the original and 
general sense: a leading of the mind out into the world. It instinctively 
forms in itself the knowledge of what nature is and comes to understand 
phenomena and sense experiences. The symbols created and employed 
by imagination “are the conductors” of this knowledge. This self-edu- 
cation begins at birth and operates in every human mind by “the sponta- 
neous consciousness natural to all reflecting beings.” By means of the 
senses the mind builds up, or creates, its perception of all phenomena in 
the external world. The intelligence itself had to exist before it receives 
sensory information; in other words, “sensation itself is but vision nas- 
cent, not the cause of intelligence.” The primary imagination must per- 
ceive and create in itself the associable before any association can occur. 
This explains Coleridge’s remark that the primary imagination is “but 
intelligence revealed as an earlier power in the process of self-construc- 
tion,” a power which we exercise instinctively before submitting to 
“massive fancy and mechanical memory.” 

We learn the symbols already created in the world, and they become a 
part of us; their existence is, in effect, 77 us—it is subsumed by our in- 


* For further discussion, see my section on this topic in the Introduction to the forth- 
coming Biographia Literaria (CC) I, and above, pp. 94-122, 306-309. For distinctions 
between fancy and imagination, see especially ch. 13 above, but also (for Hazlitt, Words- 
worth, and Fichte), chs. 15-16, 18. 
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telligent self. In the finite mind or “I am,” which represents the ground 
of individual being, the imagination repeats or reduplicates the original 
creative acts of the universe, itself grounded in and existing as the “cho- 
ral Echo” of “‘the great 1 AM”: “The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be 
the living Power and prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a rep- 
etition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I 
AM.”®! 

The primary imagination or “original unific Consciousness, the pri- 
mary Perception” is common to all people.” In fact, it is taken for 
granted and not even called “imagination,” just as a sense of balance is 
taken for granted and not mentioned while we are walking. The primary 
imagination is “the necessary Imagination.”© It automatically balances 
and fuses the innate capacities and powers of the mind with the external 
presence of the objective world that the mind receives through the 
senses. 

However, it is one degree to represent and reduplicate the natural 
world in the individual intelligence and quite another degree to break 
down what has been perceived in order to recreate by an autonomous, 
willful act of mind that which has no analog in the natural world. This 
personal creativity is what we usually mean by the word “imagination”: 
“In common language and especially on the subject of poetry, we appro- 
priate the name imagination to a superior degree of the faculty, joined to 
a superior voluntary controul over it.” 

Wolff, Gerard, Tetens, Kant, Schelling, and even Locke with his 
statement that complex ideas are “made voluntarily,” had all stressed 
this willful control that elevates imaginative power to a creative act. 
This heightened and extended secondary imagination distinguishes ge- 
nius. 

The function of the primary imagination must precede that of the sec- 
ondary. Otherwise the higher degree would lack perceptions to recom- 
bine and to shape into new relations. Productions of the secondary 
imagination have roots in common experience: “The secondary imagina- 
tion I consider as an echo of the former . . . yet still as identical with the 
primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the 
mode of its operation.”® The adjective “secondary” does not imply a 
lesser power but signifies that “superior degree of the faculty,” much in 
the way a secondary school advances over but follows and builds on the 
primary grades. 

The “superior voluntary controul” guiding the secondary imagina- 
tion is “coexisting with the conscious will.” A free and deliberate will 
triggers the secondary imagination. This conscious volition involves 
consideration of the moral uses of poetry and art generally. The second- 
ary imagination, once activated by the will, “dissolves, dissipates in 
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order to recreate.” Coleridge uses the word “recreate” to emphasize that 
the primary imagination has first formed in the mind the various images 
of nature. The secondary imagination “dissolves,” alters, and reforms 
these images. It mediates between and re-conciles the separate experi- 
ences and knowledge perceived in bits by the primary degree. The sec- 
ondary imagination is part of a self-conscious and willful apperception; 
the primary degree exercises involuntary or “automatic” perception. 
The secondary imagination extends and ramifies products of the pri- 
mary degree. In cases where the secondary imagination cannot dissolve 
and reform or recreate the perceptions, it at least unifies and groups 
under the arch of one idea many separate images. Hence “‘at all events” 
the secondary faculty “struggles to idealize and unify.” 

We should be careful not to lose track of Coleridge’s usage. When he 
speaks of the philosophical principle unifying and completing the tran- 
scendental or subjective and the natural or objective hypotheses, he uses 
the word “imagination” or “philosophic imagination.” This power is 
“esemplastic,” from the Greek “to shape into one,” a word he felt could 
describe the philosophic and psychological fusion of subjective and ob- 
jective. The primary and secondary degrees are the two degrees of this 
activity and share some characteristics: both rely on active and passive 
qualities in the mind, and both join the world of self and the world of 
nature. “In philosophical language, we must denominate this interme- 
diate faculty in all its degrees and denominations, the IMAGINATION.” 
Coleridge slightly confuses his distinction of degree, as well as his use of 
“imagination” to encompass both degrees. But the confusion is easily 
cleared. In criticism and discussion of the fine arts he uses the unmodi- 
fied word “imagination” to mean secondary imagination alone. This 
usage he feels is common, “especially on the subject of poetry.” There, 
when speaking of the imagination, “we appropriate the name to a supe- 
rior [secondary] degree of the faculty.” 

We must occasionally decide when he intends “imagination” to mean 
the philosophical concept as a whole, consisting of both primary and 
secondary degrees, or he intends the word to stand for secondary imagi- 
nation alone, that power which we usually call creative. The right 
choice can be made if it is kept in mind that whenever he discusses po- 
etry, criticism, or the fine arts, as distinct from philosophy or psychol- 
ogy in general, he undoubtedly means the secondary imagination. In 
these instances he is writing not “in philosophical language” but “in 
common language, and especially on the subject of poetry.” For exam- 
ple, with reference to Wordsworth, he notes, “I challenge for this poet 
the gift of IMAGINATION in the highest and strictest sense of the 
word.” Coleridge possibly encountered Gerard’s terms “primary” and 
“secondary experience’—the “primary experience” being a perceptive 
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activity that preceeds the more reflective and creative ‘secondary expe- 
rience.” 

The genial or artistic secondary degree of the imagination is what 
Coleridge implies when he says he will discuss “with it the principles of 
production and of criticism in the fine arts.” It is possible to avoid con- 
fusion and employ familiar usage by speaking of the imagination dis- 
cussed in Coleridge’s literary criticism as the poetic or creative imagina- 
tion, which is equivalent to the secondary imagination as applied to the 
fine arts. In fact, Coleridge used “poetic imagination” this way. In 
Chapter 14, he describes characteristics of “the poetic IMAGINA- 
TION.’ And in a letter of December 15-21, 1811, he calls the vital 
element in literature “a subtle spirit, all in each part, reconciling and 
unifying all. Passion and imagination are its most appropriate names; 
but even these say little—for it must be not merely passion but poetic 
passion, poetic imagination.” 


IMAGINATION’S IMAGE OF IMAGINATION 


Coleridge’s “deduction” of the imagination in the Biographia is not 
quite pinned down nor fully clarified. It remains fragmentary, and the 
abbreviated thirteenth chapter, with Coleridge’s friendly letter to him- 
self excusing the absence of a section of at least one hundred printed 
pages (presumably never written) and with only the last page on fancy 
and primary and secondary imagination, seems a brief outline for what 
could have been. There are superb remarks and examples in other chap- 
ters, but nothing protracted. 

Coleridge is not alone in this cryptic or gnomic way of handling the 
imagination. With the possible exceptions of Gerard, Tetens, Kant, and 
Schelling, who were considerably more confined in their critical use of 
the imagination for literature, all of the writers who discuss the imagina- 
tion at length do it either in a restrictive, often repetitive philosophic 
idiom, as does Fichte, or in the relatively narrow compass of faculty psy- 
chology alone, as do Maass and Stewart. In contrast, Coleridge deals 
with one of the most curious and fascinating properties of the imagina- 
tion: it is even more powerful as an idea when described in its own 
terms. Echoing Schelling, Coleridge explains, “An IDEA, in the highest 
sense of that word, cannot be conveyed but by a symbol.’”° And so with 
the imagination. The symbolic expression of the idea of imagination is, 
perhaps more than anything else, what the Romantic poets did for the 
imagination. 

If imagination apprehends more than cool reason comprehends, then, 
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as Fichte and even Reynolds argued, reason cannot directly comprehend 
the imagination; or if it can, according to that principle of subsumption 
by which every higher power includes the lower ones, then reason can- 
not express its comprehension of the imaginative power. This requires a 
symbol, an image. If imagination is a never-ending coalescence of oppo- 
sites, then words of the understanding only reveal this process by cut- 
ting it open. We murder to dissect. A kind of Heisenberg Uncertainty 
Principle may be at work in attempts to explain the imagination: the 
very act of observation inextricably alters the nature of what is ob- 
served. When the imagination unites the subjective and objective experi- 
ences, “There is here no first, and no second,” Coleridge remarks; “both 
are coinstantaneous and one.” They “are so instantly united, that we 
cannot determine to which of the two the priority belongs.” Any exami- 
nation of the process wrenches apart the organic movement and unity. 
“While I am attempting to explain this intimate coalition, I must sup- 
pose it dissolved.” Still, this kind of explanation is no more reassuring 
for Coleridge than it seems to have been for Schelling or Fichte.’! 

Coleridge expresses the elusive, self-transforming power of the imagi- 
nation in a beautiful image. The point of the image is not merely the 
ability of the “philosophic imagination” to conceive empathically the ac- 
tive process of nature. Perhaps this is not the point at all. The metaphor 
seems intended as a symbolic representation of the process of growth in 
the imagination itself. It is not simply that the imagination perceives the 
development of nature; it generates a similar process in itself and in the 
self. This observation reflects one of Coleridge’s strengths as a thinker 
on the imagination, his poetic gift and his willingness at times to use 
images and symbols, not abstractions and philosophic terms: 


They and they only can acquire the philosophic imagination, the sacred 
power of self-intuition, who within themselves can interpret and under- 
stand the symbol, that the wings of the air-sylph are forming within the 
skin of the caterpillar; those only, who feel in their own spirits the same 
instinct, which impels the chrysalis of the horned fly to leave room in its 
involucrum for antennae yet to come. They know and feel, that the po- 
tential works in them, even as the actual works on them!” 


The imagination contains within itself a potential which, uniting with 
external influences of nature, leads the mind to a new stage of growth. 


ART AND SYMBOLS 


The unifying power of the imagination as it reproduces the creation 
and growth in the natural world holds key importance for Coleridge’s 
comments on the fine arts. His philosophical and psychological tenets 
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form the foundation of his critical principles. He combines the classical 
concept of art as an imitation of nature with the newer premium on orig- 
inality and imagination. In imitating nature, the artist imitates and ap- 
propriates the process of nature. He creates a language, a series of sym- 
bols, which reflect and represent this dynamic process. The imagination 
makes the human affinity to the natural world concrete and recogniz- 
able: ‘““The Imagination . . . turns with delight to distinct Images, & clear 
Ideas—contemplates a World, an harmonious System where an infinity 
of Kinds subsist each in a multitude of Individuals apportionate to its 
Kind in conformity to Laws existing in the divine Nature—therefore in 
the nature of Things.”” 

Art embodies particular points of intersection between the imagina- 
tion of the individual mind and that of the divine power. Art presents 
“the burden of the mystery” of our being and expresses its otherwise in- 
effable connection with the universe: 


In looking at objects of Nature while I am thinking, as at yonder moon 
dimglimmering thro’ the dewy window-pane, I seem rather to be seeking, 
as it were asking, a symbolical language for something within me that al- 
ready and forever exists, than observing anything new. Even when that 
latter is the case, yet still I have always an obscure feeling as if that new 
phaenomenon were the dim Awaking of a forgotten or hidden Truth of 
my inner Nature. It is still interesting as a Word, a Symbol! It is Logos, 
the Creator! and the Evolver!” 


Imaginative art expresses and reaffirms the harmonious human pres- 
ence in the world. Sympathetic identification with an object, with an- 
other person, or with our own future state is much more than emotional 
response or vague feeling; it is, as Keats wrote in 1819, “a willful and 
dramatic exercise of our Minds.”’* Art recaptures the harmony between 
human consciousness and the cosmos. Intensified by passion and excite- 
ment, art dissolves the human and the natural worlds into one symbolic 
language of human import. Coleridge’s first important statement in “On 
Poesy or Art” is that art “is the mediatress between, and reconciler of, 
nature and man. It is, therefore, the power of humanizing nature, of in- 
fusing the thoughts and passions of man into every thing which is the 
object of his contemplation; Art would or should be the abridgment of 
nature ... The object of art is to give the whole ad hominem.””° 

Coleridge wants to infuse the scenes and movements of nature with 
passions and sensations, with motives and emotions felt in the psyche. 
This, after all, is how we experience nature. The poet works by “repre- 
senting external nature and human Thoughts and Affections, both rela- 
tively to human Affections.”’’ But Coleridge scrupulously avoids sug- 
gesting that the poet’s personality is the register of what is human. 
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Collier reported Coleridge’s belief that the “crying sin” in modern criti- 
cism “is that it is overloaded with personality.” Coleridge’s stress is not 
on self-expression but on the ability to identify with and to feel the ob- 
ject of his verse. He sees the entire cosmos, as it were, sub specie genera. 
He exercises “that sublime faculty, by which a great mind becomes that 
which it meditates on.””® There should exist in poetry, as in the Dy- 
namic Philosophy, no differentiation between subjective and objective, 
internal and external, the human and the natural. So “in every work of 
art there is a reconcilement of the external with the internal,” of things 
and thoughts, such as “to make the external internal, the internal exter- 
nal, to make nature thought, and thought nature—this is the mystery of 
genius in the Fine Arts.”” 

For Coleridge, a great poet implies a profound philosophical basis.*° 
The concept of identity derived from the Dynamic Philosophy fostered 
his own poetic “principle of unity,” where the poet dwells on his sub- 
ject, the object of his art, so thoroughly that this unity can be seen as 
Coleridge’s concept of sympathy with a philosophical background. The 
result is that Coleridge can describe poetry as 


a rationalized dream dealing . . . to manifold Forms our own Feelings, that 
never perhaps were attached by us consciously to our own personal 
Selves——What is the Lear, the Othello, but a divine Dream/all Shake- 
speare, & nothing Shakespeare.—O there are Truths below the Surface 
in the subject of Sympathy. & how we become that which we under- 
standly behold & hear, having, how much God perhaps only knows, 
created part even of the Form.” 


The poet employs several tools to achieve the “principle of unity.” 
Metaphor and simile bind together and equate distinct things, ideas, or 
images, which share at least one aspect of similarity. The separate com- 
ponents or images of the metaphor are provided by the primary imagi- 
nation, while the secondary or poetic imagination works to create the 
metaphorical equation as a new perception. The two elements of the 
metaphor, one of which ideally has a human import, become each other 
even while appearing to maintain separate identities. Through the use of 
metaphorical language to describe concrete forms in the natural world, a 
poet builds into “each step of nature” a human identity. Shakespeare has 
this gift of “humanizing imagery.”** But the poetic imagination cannot 
sift each grain of sand, pick every flower, or depict all wars. To make an 
“abridgement of nature,” the imagination creates symbols, which give 
concrete form to ideas and passions and connect these with the objects 
of nature. The artist sees into a “sense of the analogy or likeness of a 
thing which enables a symbol to represent it so that we think of the 
thing itself, yet knowing that the thing is not present to us.” The symbol 
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so seems to be the thing itself that we give assent and it is. “By more or 
less mediations,” says Coleridge, imitation depends ‘on this universal 
fact of words and images.” 

In poetry, the more kinds of experience and varieties of images drawn 
into one symbol or metaphor, the more intense and imaginative the 
writing. If many emotions, thoughts, and sensations focus at once, they 
intensify each other and form one superadded effect, which was also a 
basic point of the associationist critics, perfected by Hazlitt. According 
to Coleridge, symbolic language, grasped by the understanding, pre- 
sents resonant, not random, groups of figures and images. These group- 
ings are far from accidental: poetry is a “rationalized dream.” 

A symbol is what it represents, but an allegorical image or figure is a 
replaced identity on a corresponding basis of one to one, or at best of one 
to a limited number of possible interpretations, an equation and not an 
identity. Allegory implies equivalency rather than sharing. An allegori- 
cal figure, to Coleridge, is essentially a substitute. A symbolic figure in- 
dividualizes a whole class. 

One challenge always faces the poet. He must replace myths and 
symbols worn out and encrusted with mechanical associations. 
“Phoebus,” observes Coleridge, became objectionable not because it is 
rare or absent from common language, as Wordsworth argued, but be- 
cause it is part of “an exploded mythology.” No belief, conviction, or 
actual experience seems related to it. Coleridge reminisces about his 
teacher Boyer who inculcated distrust of such “poetic” diction: “Harp? 
Harp? Lyre? Pen and ink, boy, you mean! Muse, boy, Muse? Your 
Nurse’s daughter, you mean! Pierian spring? Oh aye! the cloisterpump, 
I suppose!” But balanced against this stripping away of shriveled sym- 
bols is such a need for symbols themselves that discarded symbols are 
often reinstated when fresh ones cannot be found: 


The intelligible forms of ancient poets 
The fair humanities of old religion, 
... all these have vanished. 
They live no longer in the faith of reason! 
But still the heart doth need a language, still 
Doth the old instinct bring back the old names.** 


CRITICISM: PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICE 


Coleridge views imagination as the life-giving and life-producing 
force of art, “the SOUL that is everywhere,” similar to the idea of anima 
and even to Dryden’s “life-touches” of “fancy.”®* So essential is the 
imagination that when Coleridge begins the application of critical prin- 
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ciples in Chapter 14 of the Biographia, he defines poetry almost exclu- 
sively in terms of the imagination. The poet “brings the whole soul of 
man into activity” because his imagination reconciles “opposite or dis- 
cordant qualities.” It fuses in one the individual and the representative 
character. It excites emotion and enriches thought. Coleridge quotes, 
with changes, Sir John Davies’ poem ‘“‘On the Soul of Man,” saying that 
these lines may ‘“‘be applied, and even more appropriately, to the poetic 
IMAGINATION, ” the “she” of the stanzas: 


Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 
Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange, 

As fire converts to fire the things it burns, 
As we our food into our nature change. 


From their gross matter she abstracts their forms, 
And draws a kind of quintessence from things; 
Which to her proper nature she transforms, 
To hear them light on her celestial wings. 


Thus does she, when from individual states 
She doth abstract the universal kinds; 

Which then re-clothed in divers names and fates 
Steal access through our senses to our minds. 


The lines echo both the letter to himself in Chapter 13, where sub- 
stance melts into shadow and shadow is materialized, and his statement 
that imagination elaborates essence into existence. They summarize four 
crucial aspects of the poetic imagination: it distills and refines nature to 
essential forms; it embodies these forms by giving each one a concrete, 
“individual form in which the Truth is clothed”; it unifies all “into one 
graceful and intelligent whole”; and it transforms the work into human 
terms, ‘As we our food into our nature change.”*° Finally, the “celestial 
wings” of poetic imagination aspire to universal creative power. 

Coleridge intends his criticism to rest on “principles of grammar, 
logic, psychology,” and philosophy. Personal “interests” and “taste” 
spilling over from self-indulgent romanticism he rejects. Even if one 
could not demonstrably prove the rightness of critical principles, it was 
far better to navigate with a magnetic north that might not coincide with 
true north than to have no compass at all. Opinions alone “weigh for 
nothing”; they serve only as a “taste-meter to the fashionable world.” 
Even Wordsworth’s critical theories lacked philosophic depth. Cole- 
ridge spoke of “a constitution and code of laws” for criticism. These 
would have a “two-fold basis of universal morals and philosophic rea- 
son” free from all “forseen application to particular works and au- 
thors.”®’ Shared critical principles would lead to similar opinions of the 
same works. He gave the example of Schlegel and himself. Working 
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from similar philosophic bases, he said they had made independent but 
nearly interchangeable remarks on Shakespeare’s plays as early as 
1808."° 

But the only assay of critical principles built around the imagination 
is practical and specific application. For Coleridge, the criterion of imag- 
ination elevates several authors to a pinnacle. There is Shakespeare’s 
dramatic imagination, Milton’s epic one, and Wordsworth’s unique 
kind, “perfectly unborrowed and his own.”®? Genres are not ranked, but 
certain periods of literature display more imagination than others. 
French classical theater has little, for example, while the Elizabethan age 
exhibits much. Coleridge follows no systematic or mechanical outline. 
He selects one passage, the plan of a work, or a whole literary epoch; but 
his goal is consistent: to reach what is characteristic and revealing. The 
idea is that the imagination permeates the overall structure simply be- 
cause it also operates through the selection of each word, coalescing all 
into a unified pattern. 

In language and what might be called “poetic style,” the greater the 
need to be imaginative, “the more necessary it is to be plain.””° Obscure 
or esoteric allusions and phrases foul the immediate apprehension neces- 
sary for beauty and pleasure. Yet “plain” does not mean obvious or rus- 
tic in Wordsworth’s sense; it means readily understood in the context. 
The result is an open idiom rich in meaning. For imaginative language, 
Pilgrim’s Progress was one of Coleridge’s favorite books. 

In verse, both the origin and the effects of meter derive in part from 
qualities of the poetic imagination. The voluntary control necessary to 
each creative act engages deliberate rhythms that order our more spon- 
taneous impulses. Yet the effect of these planned rhythms can be sur- 
prising, and attention picks up. Verse is more condensed than prose; 
more is brought to bear that excites and impassions. Meter, reflecting 
the volition of the secondary imagination, produces or “‘superadds” an- 
other effect, and the more stimulants poetry unifies, the more of mind it 
brings into play. Coleridge does not attack free verse, for that form often 
orders and repeats stress patterns. In fact, he explicitly names prose 
writings, such as the book of Job, that he considers “poetry .” He simply 
states that meter orders the creative act at the same time that it stimu- 
lates the reader.”! 

Particular words suggest what the mind then completes as a finished 
picture. In Book IX of Paradise Lost, the fig-tree 


spreads her arms 
Branching so broad and long, that in the ground 
The bended twigs take root, and daughters grow 
About the mother tree, a pillar’d shade 
High over-arch’d, and echoing walks between: 
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There oft the Indian Herdsman, shunning heat, 
Shelters in cool, and tends his pasturing herds 
At loop holes cut through thickest shade. 


This description entices the reader to create in his own mind the literal 
figure of the landscape. The “echoing walks between” have no sound 
but represent a series of concentric paths formed by the repeated rising 
and dipping to the ground of the outstretched branches, their shady 
canopies diminishing in height as they extend from the trunk. Milton 
transmits their essence with one word, “echoing,” and such words, ac- 
cording to Coleridge, “‘may be deservedly entitled the creative words in 
the world of imagination.”” 

Too much exactness or “matter-of-factness” forecloses a sense of pro- 
cess. In The Excursion Wordsworth writes passages minute and exact, 
where superfluous details stand out in static clarity. The imagination, 
however, feeds off curiosity and wonder, when the mind is suspended in 
eager anticipation: 


As soon as it is fixed on one image, it becomes understanding; but while it 
is unfixed and wavering between them, attaching itself permanently to 
none, it is imagination ... The grandest efforts of poetry are where the 
imagination is called forth, not to produce a distinct form, but a strong 
working of the mind, still offering what is still repelled, and again creating 
what is again rejected.” 


This agility of perception, leaping directly from one vision or image to 
others, characterizes the portrait of Death in Book II of Paradise Lost: 


The other shape, 
If shape it might be call’d, that shape had none 
Distinguishable in member, joint, or limb, 
Or substance might be call’d, that shadow seem’d 
For each seem’d either: black it stood as night; 
Fierce as ten furies, terrible as hell, 
And shook a dreadful dart; what seem’d his head 
The likeness of a kingly crown had on. 


A slight haziness or incompleteness of the images keeps the ‘“‘contin- 
uous” mind in a state of uncertainty and prevents it from lapsing into 
passivity.”* A thing depicted with the greatest fidelity cannot haunt or 
allure. 

Coleridge contrasts the suggestive, “creative words” of the imagina- 
tion with 


modern poems, where all is so dutchified, if I may use the word, by the 
most minute touches, that the reader naturally asks why words, and not 
painting, are used ... The power of poetry is, by a single word, perhaps, 
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to instil energy into the mind, which compels the imagination to produce 
the picture. Prospero tells Miranda, 


One midnight, 
Fated to the purpose, did Antonio open 
The gates of Milan; and i’ the dead of darkness, 
The ministers for the purpose hurried thence 
Me, and thy crying self. 


Here, by introducing a single happy epithet, “crying” . . . a complete pic- 
ture is presented to the mind, and in the production of such pictures the 
power of genius consists.”° 


The imagination concentrates on the one word “crying.” A present par- 
ticiple amid past-tense verbs, it gives a sense of immediacy . It is the 
only adjective for the rather bland word “self,” and so the attribute of 
crying takes the whole weight of description; except for this pitiful 
sound, all else is “i’ the dead of darkness,” unseen. The one word sug- 
gests and dominates; it unifies. As Sulzer had noted in his Allgemeine 
Theorie, citing the Virgilian description of young Marcellus as “Tu 
eris,” the imagination of the reader, not the author, now produces the 
picture, sharing in the creative process. 

In Shakespeare as a Poet Generally, first published in Literary Re- 
mains (1836), Coleridge gives his best example of the different work- 
ings of fancy and imagination in poetry. Shakespeare, he says, 


possessed fancy, considered as the faculty of bringing together images, 
dissimilar in the main, by some one point or more of likeness, as in such a 
passage as this [from Venus and Adonis): 


Full gently now she takes him by the hand, 
A lily prisoned in a jail of snow, 

Or ivory in an alabaster band— 

So white a friend engirts so white a foe. 


But higher on “the intellectual ladder,” Shakespeare proved the indwell- 
ing in his mind of imagination, or the power by which one image or feel- 
ing is made to modify many others, and by a sort of fusion to force many 
into one... and which, combining many circumstances into one moment 
of consciousness, tends to produce that ultimate end of all human thought 
and human feeling, unity, and thereby the reduction of the spirit to its 
principle and foundation, who is alone truly one ... [It] acts chiefly by 
creating out of many things, as they would have appeared . . . [to] an or- 
dinary mind, detailed in unimpassioned succession, a oneness even as na- 
ture, the greatest of poets, acts upon us when we open our eyes upon an 
extended prospect. Thus the flight of Adonis in the dusk of the evening: 


Look! how a bright star shooteth from the sky; 
So glides he in the night from Venus’ eye! 


How many images and feelings are here brought together ... the 
beauty of Adonis, the rapidity of his flight, the yearning, yet helplessness, 
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of the enamoured gazer, while a shadowy ideal character is thrown over 
the whole! 


All of this, done “without any anatomy of description,” traces the 
working of the imagination back to its root in poetry, the image, back to 
the power of images to form an equation between many images and 
thoughts and so to join them in one whole. With a more refined, more 
“armed vision,” Coleridge is extending the observations of Gerard, Wil- 
liam Richardson, and Priestley, all of whom had prized the imaginative 
suggestiveness of Shakespere above his “description.” 


THE CRITICAL IDEAL OF UNITY 


Coleridge marks lines from Wordsworth’s “The Mad Mother” for 
their “disjunction conjunctive of the sudden Images seized on from ex- 
ternal Contingents by Passion & Imagination.”*° This compares to 
Johnson’s definition of wit in the “Life of Cowley” as discordia concors. 
Coleridge took great wit to mean genius, which in turn subsumes imagi- 
nation.”’ The imagination at once reconciles contrarieties and is always 
presenting the results of a polar process. In Hamlet’s ghost, for example, 
Coleridge sees a dialectic working through that apparition, which lends 
an ‘“‘accrescence of objectivity ... yet retains all its ghostly attributes 
and fearful subjectivity.” 

Another, more philosophic instance of the imagination’s unifying 
power is Hamlet’s soliloquy beginning, “To be, or not to be.” In that 
proposition Coleridge sees an enigma simply and imaginatively ex- 
pressed, one that directly relates to his philosophic stress on the antece- 
dence of being. If the mind turns “to the consideration of EXISTENCE, in 
and by itself, as the mere act of existing,” it cannot explain its creation, 
its beginning, or its end. “Not TO BE, then, is impossible: TO BE, incom- 
prehensible.” Not only are Hamlet’s six words a question of suicide, 
they echo cosmic mystery. Shakespeare’s genius expresses, in so few 
words, life’s unadorned and “sacred horror.” The two alternatives are 
joined suddenly and audaciously by “connecting energy,” by the imagi- 
native power of “genial method.” Even though Shakespeare’s popularity 
was at its highest point to date, Coleridge could still say that the aware- 
ness of such power in the famous soliloquy made it one that “has yet re- 
ceived only the first fruits of the admiration due to it.”” 

Some of Coleridge’s most acute critical handling of the imagination as 
a reconciling power appears in scattered remarks on characterization. 
Characters conceived imaginatively exhibit distinct personal identity 
even as they represent a class. They are real people who seem historical 
rather than literary, but who have impulses and traits of human nature. 
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Wordsworth’s “Michael” depicts true individuals, yet they also embody 
class characteristics of rural life. Harry Gill and the Idiot Boy, on the 
contrary, give only eccentric impression. Moliére’s Don Juan blends 
perfectly a real and definite man with a general and abstract type.'© 
Similarly, Don Quixote has become proverbial yet retains a specific aura 
about his person because of Cervantes’ ability to “combine the perma- 
nent with the individual.” Ideally, a character seems real and distinctive 
but also reminds us of people we know in the flesh. This explains 
Coleridge’s remark that Shakespeare’s characters “are all genera in- 
tensely individualized.”!*' Jonson’s creations, by contrast, are too fixed. 
Fabricated to represent types, they seldom convince anyone that they 
actually could be found in life.’” 

The most elusive of Coleridge’s critical uses of the imagination ap- 
pears in his judgments on the overall nature of a work and the quality of 
mind responsible for it. He often discusses the imaginative conception 
of a work but then skips the textual explication."°’ However, a number 
of remarks are penetrating. Although The Tempest enchants with its ex- 
otic characters, remote setting, and sensual power, the real drama occurs 
within the mind whose “moved and sympathetic imagination’’* creates 
such a new world and then wanders in it to discover the potential of its 
own handiwork. The stress always falls on unified structure, where 
“each part supposes a preconception of the whole,” a spirit that controls 
the work in the way genetic forces move a few embryonic cells to the 
birth of an individual.'°* Compare Romeo and Juliet with any French 
classical tragedy: the one possesses harmony and interconnection; the 
other shows only “the shaping skill of mechanical talent” that produces 
parts like links of chain, touching only sections immediately before and 
after. 

Coleridge repeatedly characterizes great authors as supremely imagi- 
native minds. Among his contemporaries, he finds Wordsworth pre-em- 
inent. Milton’s special gift is his attraction of “all forms and things to 
himself, into the unity of his own IDEAL,” coloring them with his own 
thought.'®* Shakespeare enjoyed the highest and purest state of imagina- 
tion, which allows him to explore the universe by recreating within 
himself all existing vantage points of experience. Thus he writes ‘“ex- 
actly as if of an other planet, or as describing the movement of two But- 
terflies.”’°° Others, such as Richardson, Montagu, Hazlitt, and Keats, 
remarked on this power of Shakespeare, but Coleridge placed astonish- 
ing emphasis on it. At least four separate times he praises Shakespeare as 
similar to the god Proteus. Not only did all the workings of imagination 
find a home in him, but they combined and permitted him to assume 


* On “sympathetic imagination,” a phrase (but certainly not an idea) that Coleridge 
originates, see above, ch. 11. 
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“all forms of human character and passion.” In “perfect abstraction 
from himself” he became all things, yet his images and characters, led in 
part by his sympathetic identification, were his own willful creation. 
Thus he also was “for ever remaining himself.”'°’ He possessed his ge- 
nius; it did not possess him. 


BEAUTY AND THE IDEAL 


In poetry or art, it is the harmonious fusion of many elements into one 
that Coleridge calls beauty. Art, differing from philosophy in having 
pleasure, not truth, as its prime or immediate object, affords this plea- 
sure by the presence of beauty.” In a fallen world, truth is not identical 
with beauty. The concept of truth frequently implies what should be 
rather than what is. Moreover, it is often too general and abstract, or in- 
effable, and art cannot seize on it as a first goal. Instead, truth is the ulti- 
mate end of art. Art presents truth at one remove by the use of harmoni- 
ous symbols and the beauty these compose. Beauty in art thus serves as 
truth’s “short hand hieroglyphic.”* 

The definition of beauty and the definition ofthe sublime had preoc- 
cupied aesthetics for a half century or more. Coleridge was now pre- 
pared to place at least the definition of beauty in terms of the imagina- 
tion, though not, like Alison, in terms of associations only. Coleridge 
stresses that while beauty subsumes the sensual, it “must belong to the 
intellect”; it involves the whole mind because it reflects the activity of 
imagination. Beauty does not depend on agreeable feelings, associations, 
or habits, all of which vary from person to person, as Alison said, and 
even from one time in an individual’s life to another. Beauty brings to- 
gether things that have a less capricious connection than personal re- 
sponse. In the presence of a beautiful object all human faculties are 
awakened. We feel “the component parts each in relation to each, and all 
forming a whole.” This kind of coalescence Coleridge describes as 
“Multéity in Unity.” Instantaneously, all powers of the mind and heart 
interplay together. The true sense of beauty “subsists in simultaneous 


* Until the deciphering of the Rosetta Stone by Champollion in the late 1820s, Egyp- 
tian hieroglyphics, especially brought to the attention of Europe by Napoleon’s Egypt 
campaign, during which the Stone was unearthed in 1799, remained a mysterious set of 
symbols with hidden meanings of apparent religious, literary, and even governmental sig- 
nificance. Hieroglypic writing was, however, obviously a language of images drawn from 
visible nature and even from parts of the body and objects such as staffs and flails. Thus 
“hieroglyphic” itself became a word representing a medium of pure imagination, of pure 
images, much in the way Chinese ideograms later appealed to Ezra Pound. Not only 
Coleridge but Wolff, Hazlitt, Keats, Goethe, and Schelling used “hieroglyphic” as an 
image for the concrete power of imagination carried into a symbolic world where man and 
nature are united in poetic language. 
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intuition of the relation of parts, each to each, and of all to a whole; ex- 
citing an immediate and absolute complacency, without intervenence 
... of any interest, sensual or intellectual.”! 

In art, beauty is the visible graph of the imagination. It resides in 
concrete images where the actual process of the connecting and unifying 
power can be traced. And just as the poet’s imagination repeats and par- 
takes of the universal creative power, the beauty he creates imitates the 
beautiful in nature: ‘““We must imitate nature! Yes, but what in na- 
ture,—all and everything? No, the beautiful in nature. What is beauty? 
It is, in the abstract, the unity of the manifold, the coalescence of the di- 
verse; in the concrete, it is the union of the shapely . . . with the vital.”!!° 

The forms of natural beauty created by the cosmic imagination are in- 
tuitively recognized and imitated by the artistic imagination. Beauty is a 
“constitutive idea,’ in harmony with both external reality and the 
human soul. When hard and fast rules of form are based on an imbalance 
of human faculties, where either the rational, the emotional, or the sen- 
sual holds too much sway, then art cannot adequately depict the flow 
and interdependent processes of the natural world or of those beautiful 
forms in it: “The rules of the IMAGINATION are themselves the very 
powers of growth and production. The words, to which they are reduc- 
ible, present only the outlines and external appearance of the fruit.”!"' 

Ideal form, purified from accidental circumstances, evolves from 
within, according to the “vital” tendency in the concrete parts and mate- 
rials at hand to arrange and subordinate themselves even as they are fill- 
ing the outlines of a larger “shapely” organization: 


If the artist copies the mere nature natura naturata, what idle rivalry! If 
he proceeds only from a given form, which is supposed to answer to the 
notion of beauty, what an emptiness, what an unreality there always is in 
his productions ... you must master the essence, the natura naturans, 
which presupposes a bond between nature in the higher sense and the 
soul of man."' 


Each form is the result of some essence or spirit working from within. 
Here again Coleridge emphasizes that spirit or mind are higher than 
matter, “that body is but a striving to become mind,—that it is mind in 
its essence!” All forms in nature, as they should in art, grow out of an 
internal development where the generic unites permanently with the in- 
dividual. Universals and genera derive their definition from particulars 
and individuals; yet each developing particular or individual does not 
violate but indeed reflects and belongs to a universal or general class al- 
ready established. Speaking of character in drama, for example, Cole- 
ridge states: “The ideal consists in the happy balance of the generic with 
the individual. The former makes the character representative and sym- 
bolical, therefore instructive; because, mutatis mutandis, it is appli- 
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cable to whole classes of men. The latter gives it Jiving interest; for 
nothing /ives or is real, but as definite and individual.” 

In a larger context, art presents ideal forms as shaping themselves 
from within and shining through or illuminating the concrete, indivi- 
dual appearance. The artist’s imagination alone can imitate that kindred 
power in a thing or person which, moving from latency to realization, 
creates and evolves the beautiful and unified form of an object, the 
whole living character of an individual. A “perfect reconciliation” is ef- 
fected between the “two conflicting principles of the FREE LIFE, and of 
the confining FORM”: 

the artist must first eloign himself from nature in order to return to her 

with full effect . .. He must out of his own mind create forms according to 

the severe laws of the intellect, in order to generate in himself that co-or- 


dination of freedom and law . .. which assimilates him to nature, and en- 
ables him to understand her. 


The artist becomes something like a keenly ground lens, an “I” focused 
by the imagination, through which forms of nature are intensified and 
enlarged while at the same time being refracted according to the index of 
human experience. The medium of light, common to all elements, comes 
ultimately from “reason and will, universal reason, and will absolute.’”!3 


THE MORAL IMPERATIVE AND FRIENDLY HEART 


The poetic imagination exhibits one important characteristic we have 
touched on briefly: it is morally formative. One of the differentiations 
between primary and secondary imagination is that the conscious will 
governs the secondary or poetic imagination. In nature, as in the pri- 
mary imagination, all process is immediate and unreflecting. However, 
the secondary imagination, which makes an “abridgement of nature,” 
exercises choice and judgment. Speaking of the artistic process, Cole- 
ridge states: ‘““The wisdom in nature is distinguished from that in man 
by the co-instantaneity of the plan and the execution; the thought and 
the product are one, or are given at once, but there is no moral responsi- 
bility. In man there is reflexion, freedom, and choice; he is, therefore, the 
head of the visible creation.”!!* 

The moral attribute of the poetic imagination is not aesthetics in dis- 
guise but a genuine concern with the choices of life and with what in 
nature appeals ad hominem, to the whole and ideal man, not just to cer- 
tain interests. Each creative act is deliberate and assumes moral respon- 
sibility. 

Two objections might be raised to Coleridge’s insistence on the moral 
quality of the poetic imagination. The first is, as he himself pointed out, 
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that not all people possess the secondary or poetic imagination. The 
other objection is more fundamental: nothing really prevents one from 
denying that our being has any moral aspect. Coleridge answers these 
two points with the same reply: man’s moral sense is based, in the end, 
upon conscience, faith, will, and belief. Fundamentally and finally, it is 
religious. One need not attain genial powers or exert creative energy to 
accept moral beliefs and live by them. Art itself does not dictate or es- 
tablish the moral life but gives it expression. The poetic imagination 
does not cater to a narrow morality; it is not moralistic; it combines 
“thoughts and passions,” with “color, form, motion, and sound ... and 
it stamps them into unity in the mould of a moral idea.” One can cer- 
tainly deny the moral nature of man, but only by denying God, who is 
“the ground of the universe by his essence ... its maker and judge by 
his wisdom and holy will.” Denial of man’s moral nature would also be 
the most radical form of self-alienation, Coleridge affirms, for “the free- 
will,” which gives rise to both our moral and our poetic natures, is “our 
only absolute self." 

Yet Coleridge wondered whether the poetic imagination ensured any 
personal happiness or salvation. In his philosophic thought he tried to 
incorporate rather than to deny those who had gone before: “My system 
. .. opposes no other system.” He wanted to include the best of all think- 
ers, “to reduce all knowledges into harmony.”''® He never lost track of 
“that profound sentence of Leibniz/that men’s errors (intellectual) 
consist chiefly in denying—what they affirm with feeling, is most often 
right.”1!” 

Even more than honing the mind to a keen edge, Coleridge wanted 
the heart to be in the right place. For instance, he quotes George Her- 
bert’s “Love Unknown” in the Biographia. Ostensibly this poem exem- 
plifies a “‘neutral style,” but Coleridge chooses it for its sentiment. The 
words ‘“‘friend” and “heart” echo throughout it. He italicizes them for 
emphasis, and they surface countless times in his own work. One he 
chose as the title of his best known periodical; it is also the name that 
Wordsworth gives Coleridge in The Prelude. The idea of friendship and 
sharing mixed so thoroughly with Coleridge’s intellectual life that near 
the close of the Biographia he lowers his guard and confronts the ques- 
tion: “Now even my strongest sensations of gratitude are mingled with 
fear, and I reproach myself for being too often disposed to ask,—Have I 
one friend?”''® At age twenty-two, he had written to Southey: “The 
Heart should have fed upon the truth, as Insects on a Leaf—till it be 
tinged with the colour, and shew it’s [sic] food in every the minutest 
fibre.””"!° 

The heart’s response and human feelings stand behind or beyond 
even metaphysics. He could not bring himself to trust the disciplines of 
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philosophy or aesthetics unless they helped to shape the need for guid- 
ance, belief, and companionship found in every person. Philosophy and 
art participate in harmony of being but, by themselves, are hollow ma- 
nipulations. Along with the imagination, they should be raised to a 
higher level. It was not enough that a philosophical or artistic system 
worked; it had to start from pure, human motives, from the conscience, 
and be built on moral postulates. The creative imagination of the artist 
was moral, but Coleridge fervently believed all men’s morality was at 
stake.'"° Any “metaphysical Solution,” he wrote Southey, ‘that does 
not instantly te// for something in the Heart, is grievously to be sus- 
pected as apocry[p]hal.”'?' Regret, and even a desire to reject years of 
philosophic wandering, tore at his sensitive nature. The “quaint meta- 
physical opinions” we entertain seem “in an hour of anguish like play- 
things by the bedside of a child deadly sick.”!”? Although he felt ad- 
dicted to these opinions, he attacked them as “abstruse researches, 
which exercised the strength and subtlety of the understanding without 
awakening the feelings of the heart.” He had gone “delving in the un- 
wholesome quicksilver mines of metaphysical depths.”'? Gems glis- 
tened there, but he wondered what was there to assuage suffering. Even 
at the time he confessed this (1815), the young man he was to meet 
walking in Hampstead Heath four years later, John Keats—about whom 
Coleridge said after having shaken hands with him, “There is death in 
that hand’’—was beginning to explore this same potential treachery of 
the imaginative and the speculative life. 

However, Coleridge could not long remain suspicious or skeptical. 
Far from turning his back on metaphysics and the imagination, he en- 
twined them with the fabric of morality and religion. In the Dynamic 
Philosophy, spirit or being was assumed prior to matter. And in all men, 
though not equally developed, Coleridge saw corresponding “organs of 
spirit,” whose “first appearance discloses itself in the moral being.” 
Kant and Schelling reinforced his idea that “philosophy in its first prin- 
ciples must have a practical or moral, as well as a theoretical or specula- 
tive side.” Coleridge followed Kant’s assumption of the moral nature of 
the will and saw in him a philosopher who, like himself, believed his 
work stopped only at the verge of religion, that religion “‘is the ultimate 
aim of philosophy.”'** 

In fact, that which was “the truly uman in human nature,” setting it 
apart from the animals, was spiritual life. From this internal source 
sprang will and reason in constitutive harmony with universal reason 
and absolute will.'* This inner spirit proved “to be a deeper feeling, and 
of such intimate affinity with ideas, so as to modify them and become 
one with them.” Nothing less than God had established this deeper 
feeling and harmony, a God “whose eternal reason is the ground and ab- 
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solute condition of the ideas in the mind, and no less the ground and ab- 
solute cause of all the correspondent realities in nature.”'”* In a real 
sense God, the human heart, and man’s moral nature, provide both the 
motive and the goal of Coleridge’s philosophy.'”’ 

Before the end of the Biographia, he inserts a last definition of meta- 
physics as, ‘“‘Know thyself: and so shalt thou know God, as far as is per- 
mitted to a creature, and in God all things.”’'”* In a poem written in 1832 
near the end of his life, “Self-knowledge,” Coleridge returns to the 
maxim, but concludes: “Ignore thyself, and strive to know thy God!” 
Only by living in the sense of holy presence can man possess his true 
self and reaffirm belonging to a greater being. This is the theme of Aids 
to Reflection. Those who separate knowledge and philosophic truth 
from “the Heart, the Moral Nature,” commit the first apostasy, from 
which point it is all too easy to move on to flimsy theological specula- 
tion. 


RELIGION, THE ALPHA AND OMEGA OF IMAGINATION 


For a time after finishing the Biographia, Coleridge felt that the imag- 
ination had betrayed him into a mistaken pantheistic attitude. The unity 
of the Dynamic, of being and matter, subjective and objective, easily led 
to the assumption that the creator or God was in his nature the mere ad- 
dition of all being and phenomena. God would then not be one being 
but wholly immanent instead. Interpreted one way, the systems of 
Spinoza and Boehme—both of whom Coleridge admired—were ‘“‘capa- 
ble of being converted into an irreligious PANTHEISM.” Coleridge af- 
firmed this observation with a personal note: “I well know.”!*? Because 
of the union of the Dynamic he felt compelled to attack one of Schel- 
ling’s “fundamental errors” as a notion “of Polarity in the Absolute.”!”! 
He guarded carefully against any such error seducing him back, un- 
aware, into “irreligious” pantheism. Already fascinated by the theory of 
polarities, especially while writing the Theory of Life, he in 1816 out- 
lined to Dr. Gillman what might be called a panentheistic attitude. God 
was unique, one, but also took part in the dynamic union of polarities; 
“under the predominance of some One” there was also the “All in 
each.” Coleridge’s conscience always preferred a panentheism that made 
room for belief in God as “‘some One.” Schelling’s system, suggesting a 
God formed by the union of two poles “‘is little more than Behmenism 
... it is reduced at last to a mere Pantheism.” Schelling’s “highest” phil- 
osophical concept, the unity of polarities, necessitated “the eternity of 
the material universe.” The ultimate mystery of nature and life was not 
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in two parts. God was not fissionable. If God were divided once, he 
could be distributed any number of times throughout the material and 
spiritual worlds. He would thus cease to be one. In apologizing for 
having followed Schelling by attributing a polar nature to the godhead, 
Coleridge explains, “I was myself taken in.” 

God, as the absolute ground of all being, was not himself the unity of 
natural phenomena and supernatural spirit, but rather ‘the indispens- 
able CONDITION” of this unity.'?? He was the original identity or self- 
affirming being. In a direct apprehension of God there could be no sense 
of process, no need to create or express any unity. Man’s imagination 
was therefore unnecessary, even treacherous, if it created any unity, 
symbol, or representation and called it God. By revealing and creating 
harmony between the material and spiritual realms, imagination pro- 
gressed up to the absolute being, but could not synthesize or see a syn- 
thesis in God: “The dialectic Intellect by the exertion of its own powers 
exclusively can lead us to a general affirmation of the Supreme Reality of 
an absolute Being. But here it stops.”'** The God who said, “I am that I 
am,” leaves no room for an accurate human conception or understanding 
of him.'’> The human consciousness, even as it includes the imagination, 
is too limited for this task. 

Coleridge had scruples about pushing the imagination too far. After 
1818, he rarely uses the word. His appropriation of Synesius’ hymn in 
the Biographia was just one way of saying he hoped that he had not 
overstepped the bounds set for man, and that God would have mercy on 
him if, contrary to his place, he reached out to touch, and thus to pollute, 
that which was God or of God. God would instead descend and commu- 
nicate to man, as Coleridge suggests by quoting Synesius again to open 
Chapter 13: “I reverence the hidden system of noble things which is 
God. Descend to some middle ground, which I can reach.” 

In man the deep apprehension of God and of spiritual life has no ade- 
quate expression. Symbols and myths cannot fathom but can only ap- 
proximate a God who is ineffable and whose being is incommunicable. 
Even the most vivid symbol or figure “is only an approximation to that 
absolute Union, which the soul .. . yearns after.” 

But in the Scriptures God has descended to a middle ground. Here 
the Logos, or “communicative intellect,” of God employs a poetically 
imaginative language that expresses the effects of God. From these ef- 
fects it is possible to infer his presence and affirm our intuition of him.'*” 
In reading Scripture, as in other acts of religious expression, one seeks 

what one had lost on Earth/Eyes— 


Whose Half-beholdings thro’ unsteady tears 


Gave shape, hue, distance, to the inward Dream.'*8 
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The imaginative symbols in Scripture are not in and of themselves God, 
“to which no Image dare be attached,” nor are they the truths of reason; 
but they partake of and are 


consubstantial with the truths of which they are the conductors. These 
are the wheels which Ezekiel beheld, when the hand of the Lord was upon 
him, and he saw the visions of God as he sate among the captives by the 
river of Chebar. Withersoever the Spirit was to go, the wheels went, and 
thither was their spirit to go:—for the spirit of the living creature was in 
the wheels also." 


In this respect religion, as embodied in the images of Scripture, is the 
inspired expression of an otherwise ineffable spiritual life and being. 
Religion becomes “the poetry of mankind.”!*° This is the promise of the 
imagination in Blake’s prophetic books, and it is an idea later stressed by 
Arnold. 

During his last fifteen years, Coleridge tried to reconcile the Dynamic 
Philosophy with traditional Christianity. He concludes that God, as the 
absolute creator, is found neither in the objective world of phenomena 
nor in the subjective world of spirit, nor in the union of these two. God 
includes all three modes and can manifest himself in these three ways; 
but his absolute being is a fourth mode, “‘the INEFFABLE NAME, to which 
no Image dare be attached.” The concept of God as one who can mani- 
fest himself in three forms suggests the Trinity, a concept especially 
important to Coleridge: “I affirm that the article of the Trinity is Reli- 
gion is Reason ... & that there neither is nor can be amy Reasons, an 
Religion, but what is or is an expansion of the Truth of the Trinity.”’” 
But the Trinity has no fourth element, unless the three together are con- 
sidered as a fourth, which Coleridge was expressly trying to avoid. 

The Pythagorean Tetractys afforded a better vantage, one that could 
be “an expansion of the Truth of the Trinity.” The Tetractys was a 
fourth element in the philosophical dialectic. It was the “prothesis” or 
ground of being for thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, and it provided a 
format for the synthetic process of the Dynamic Philosophy. This 
ground of being was “the Subject-Object in absolute Identity neither 
Subject or Object or both in Combination, but the Prothesis or Ur- 
ground of both.”’*? The fourth point of the Tetractys could also repre- 
sent “the Supreme Being alone,” that absolute God who reveals himself 
in the Trinity: 

God is one, but exists or manifests himself to himself, at once in a three- 

fold Act, total in each and one in all— 

Prothesis=God 
Thesis=Son Antithesis=Spirit 
Synthesis=Father'¥ 
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Expanded to include philosophical and religious meanings, the scheme 
looks like this: 


God, Prothesis 

Identity, Absolute Being, “Deity as unmanifested”’ 

Ground of all existence; of subjective, objective, and 
their union, of material, spiritual, and their union 


Son, Thesis Holy Spirit, Antithesis 

The flesh, the ‘‘filial Word” or The spirit, ‘““The wind that bloweth 
“only-begotten Logos” where it listeth” 

Objective manifestation Subjective manifestation 


Father, Synthesis 
Union of material and spiritual, 
manifestation is objective and subjective'™* 


This scheme Coleridge calls “the Total Idea of the 4=3=1,—of the 
adorable Tetractys, eternally self-manifested in the Triad, Father, Son, 
and Spirit.”!*° 

Coleridge’s chief interest, as far as the imagination is concerned, rests 
with the Logos or Word, identified with both the Scriptures and Christ. 
These are symbols of the “communicative intellect in Man and Deity” 
mentioned in the Biographia and elsewhere. The Logos manifests God 
and communicates his truth and reason to all people, either by the living 
Word, who is Christ, or by the symbols of the written Word in Scrip- 
ture. Strikingly parallel to the Logos or Christ is the human imagination 
that combines and manifests the whole mind and expresses the truth 
and reason of ideas in a symbolic language grasped by the understand- 
ing.'* 

In the Philosophical Lectures, a major theme of which is the close 
connection between philosophy and religion, Coleridge describes 
Christianity in phrases powerfully reminiscent of the “modifying,” 
“fusing,” and “co-adunative” imagination. The working of Christianity 
is “THE ALL-COMBINING, ALL-PENETRATING, ALL-TRANSFORMING 
SPIRIT OF UNION AND ENNOBLEMENT.”!*7 

In one sense, Coleridge’s idea of the imagination and his use of it to 
form critical values and to apply them to particular works is not “origi- 
nal.” In every area, whether critical, psychological, philosophical, or re- 
ligious, numerous thinkers, both British and German, had established 
the modes, problems, and categories that Coleridge uses in talking about 
the imagination. And these thinkers were predominantly from the eigh- 
teenth century. But Coleridge managed to relate different approaches to 
one another and to draw connecting lines between them. Perhaps he 
lacks the truly systematic approach that he found so attractive in Hart- 
ley, Spinoza, Kant, and Schelling because one system would have been 
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too confining for him. What Santayana implies about Emerson may be 
said about Coleridge; if he has any system at all, that system itself 
should be called “imagination.” For the dominant trait of Coleridge’s 
mind throughout seems to be imagination, with all its attendant bril- 
liance and potential treacheries. Imagination is his “method” not in one 
interest, as for most writers before him, but in several: perceptive, psy- 
chological, philosophic, and poetic, all of which he sees together as parts 
of the greater whole of experience and life. 

In another sense, then, Coleridge is one of the most original thinkers 
on the imagination. In culminating over a century of deepening interest 
in the idea, he carries it back to the original mystery operating between 
things, thoughts, ideas, and “creative words,” back to the centrality of 
the imagination in all human achievement. It is natural to turn to him 
not only for critical insights but for a vital and complete picture, or se- 
ries of pictures, of what the idea can mean. It had become, in the eigh- 
teenth century, a larger part of the collective history and consciousness 
of the human mind than it had ever been before. Coleridge himself knew 
this, having studied the history of the idea. As had Prospero and Keats, 
for whom books at last represented the “stretch of the imagination,”!* 
Coleridge surrounded himself with books too—with Locke, Hartley, 
Akenside, Priestley, the associationists, and Maass; with Leibniz, 
Tetens, Platner, and Jacobi; with Kant, Fichte, and Schelling; with 
Aristotle, Plato, and the neo-Platonists; with the Bible, Bacon (the 
“British Plato”), and the great English divines; with Boehme and Spi- 
noza; with Milton, Wordsworth, and Shakespeare—and with his own 
experiences and thoughts recorded in marginalia, notebooks, lectures, 
and poems. 

It is a tribute to the power and importance of the idea we have been 
studying that we can rightly think of Coleridge, drawing so much from 
his own experience yet from many others as well, as a pioneering 
thinker on the subject. This recognition of Coleridge as at once a cul- 
minating and an original figure reveals that we are still somewhere in the 
mid-course of discovering all that this idea truly means. 
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NOTES 


1. THE ESSENTIAL IDEA 


1. The most comprehensive discussion of organic theories, in which the plant 
is the central metaphor, is still M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, 2nd 
ed. (1958), pp. 156-225. 

2. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. John Shawcross 
(1907), I, ch. XII, 167. Coleridge identified the butterfly with the human soul 
through the meaning of the Greek psyche. 

3. See e.g. René Wellek, “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History” 
and “Romanticism Re-examined,” in Concepts of Criticism (1963), pp. 
128-221. Wellek speaks of “one central and valid concept: the reconciling, syn- 
thetic imagination as the common denominator of romanticism” (p. 203). Cf. 
the discussion of “imagination” and “feeling” as central premises in Lilian R. 
Furst, Romanticism in Perspective (1969), pp. 117-275. 

4. See Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp; W.J. Bate, From Classic to Ro- 
mantic (1958 repr.). Closely related is the neoclassical concept of art as mimesis 
or imitation and its outcome. See John Boyd, The Function of Mimesis and Its 
Decline (1968); Emerson Marks, The Poetics of Reason (1968), pp. 26-38, 
78-109. 

5. William Richardson, A Philosophical Analysis and Illustration of Some of 
Shakespeare’s Remarkable Characters (1774), p. 38. 


2. EMPIRICISM IN EARNEST: HOBBES AND LOCKE 


1. See M. W. Bundy, The Theory of Imagination in Classical and Medieval 
Thought (1927), and his discussion of “Invention” and “Imagination” in the 
Renaissance, JEGP 29 (1930): 535-545. For a brief addendum, especially con- 
necting the notion of ingenium to imagination, see W. Wetherbee, Platonism 
and Poetry in the Twelfth Century (1972), pp. 61-63, 94-99. 

2. Until the early eighteenth century, subjectivum had traditionally applied 
to the “subjects” of knowledge (now called the “objective”), while objectivum 
meant the concept of the thing in the mind. In short, the meaning of the terms 
was reversed, reflecting the increased interest in the mind. See Carl von Prantl, 
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Geschichte der Logik im Abendlande (Leipzig, 1855-1870), III, 208-209; Ru- 
dolf Ericken, Geistige Strémungen der Gegenwart (Leipzig, 1904), ch. 1. The 
terms natura naturans (naturing or creative nature) and natura naturata (the 
world of phenomena, acted upon by the creative) go back to medieval scholas- 
ticism, continue in importance through the time of Bacon and Spinoza, and are 
later given special currency by Jacobi, Schelling, and Coleridge. See Biographia 
Literaria, in Collected Coleridge, ed. James Engell and W. J. Bate, I, chs. X, XII 
(scheduled to appear 1982). 

3. See C. D. Thorpe, The Aesthetic Theory of Thomas Hobbes (1940), pp. 
289-290. 

4. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, in English Works, ed. W. Molesworth 
(1839-1845), III, 15, 11. 

5. See Hobbes, Elements of Philosophy, in English Works, 1, 406-407. 

6. See Thorpe, Aesthetic Theory pp. 80-84. 

7. Elements of Philosophy, p. 396; Leviathan, pp. 4-6. For Vives’ distinction, 
see De Anima et Vita in Works (1555), II, 497-593. 

8. Leviathan, p. 6. 

9. Elements of Philosophy, pp. 396-399, 406-408. 

10. Leviathan, pp. 11-13, 15. 

11. Leviathan, pp. 13-14. 

12. Thorpe, Aesthetic Theory , p. 294. 

13. Elements of Philosophy, pp. 400-409. 

14. See e.g. Elements, p. 401: “As appetites and aversions are generated by 
phantasms, so reciprocally phantasms are generated by appetites and aver- 
sions.” 

15. Elements, pp. 408-409. 

16. Hobbes, ‘“‘Answer to William Davenant’s Preface before Gondibert” 
(1650). 

17. For discussion of the radical effect of Locke in this respect, see e.g. E. L. 
Tuveson, The Imagination as a Means of Grace (1960), ch. 1; and on Locke’s 
popularity among British writers, see Kenneth MacLean, John Locke and Eng- 
lish Literature of the Eighteenth Century (1936), pp. 1-18. 

18. John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. I, ch. 12. 

19. Essay, bk. I, ch. 12, italics added. 

20. Essay, bk. I, ch. 12. 

21. Essay, bk. I, ch. 12. 

22. See “Imagination,” Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, ed: A. 
Preminger et al. (1974), p. 372. 

23. William Law, Case of Reason (1732), p. 157. 


3. CLAIMS OF THE SPIRIT: SHAFTESBURY AND LEIBNIZ 


1. Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, trans. F. C. A. 
Koelln and J. P. Pettegrove (1951), p. 312. 

2. Cassirer, Enlightenment, pp. 315, 314. 

3. Cassirer, Enlightenment, pp. 318-319. See Shaftesbury, Characteristics, 
ed. J. M. Robertson (1900), I, 207. 

4. Shaftesbury, Moralists, pt. 2, sec. 4, in Characteristics, I, 65. 
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5. Charles Gildon, Complete Art of Poetry, in Critical Essays of the Eigh- 
teenth Century, ed. W. H. Durham (1915), p. 56. 

6. See Wordsworth, Prelude, bk. 8, esp. ll. 249-293 (1850 text). 

7. G. W. von Leibniz, Philosophische Schriften, ed. C. J. Gerhardt (Berlin, 
1875-1890), III, 429-430. See also Thomas McFarland, Coleridge and the Pan- 
theist Tradition (1969), pp. 336-337n 5. The translation is McFarland’s. 

8. Ernest Tuveson, “The Importance of Shaftesbury,” ELH 20 (1953): 
267-299, 

9. Leibniz, Nouveaux essais, in Opera Philosophica, ed. J. E. Erdman (1840, 
rpr. 1959), p. 196. 

10. See e.g. Leibniz, Nouveaux essais, pp. 210, 216, 221. 

11. Nouveaux essais, p. 223; cf. Coleridge, Biographia, 1, 93. 

12. See Nouveaux essais, pp. 197, 277-278. 

13. Nouveaux essais, p. 205. 

14. Nouveaux essais, p. 273; cf. Coleridge on “organs of spirit” in Biogra- 
phia, I, ch. XII, 167. 

15. See Nouveaux essais, p. 263. 

16. Nouveaux essais, pp. 219, 224. 

17. Nouveaux essais, pp. 352, 407-408. 


4. THE CREATIVE IMPULSE: ADDISON THROUGH 
AKENSIDE AND THE 1740s 


1. See Clarence Thorpe, “Addison’s Contribution to Criticism,” in R. F. 
Jones et al., The Seventeenth Century: From Bacon to Pope (1951), 316-329; 
Thorpe, “‘Addison’s Theory of the Imagination as ‘Perceptive Response,’ ” in 
Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Art, and Letters 21 (1935): 
509-530. Thorpe substantiates the claim of J. G. Robertson that Addison “laid 
the foundation of the whole romantic aesthetic in England” (The Genesis of 
the Romantic Theory in England [1923], p. 241), but stresses Addison’s back- 
ground in Hobbes and his value as a brilliant, popular synthesizer of a psycho- 
logical approach to art and the imagination. See also E. F. Carritt’s argument 
that Addison is a principle influence on Kant’s aesthetic, directly and indirectly, 
Essays and Studies of the English Association 12 (1936): 27-35. See also L. A. 
Elioseff, The Cultural Milieu of Addison’s Literary Criticism (1963), esp. pp. 
145-188; Tuveson, The Imagination as a Means of Grace, pp. 92-131. Valu- 
able for the continuity of Addison with Hobbes and Locke is Martin Kallich, 
“Association of Ideas and Critical Theory: Hobbes, Locke, and Addison,” ELH 
12 (1945): 290-315. 

2. Essays of John Dryden, ed. W. P. Ker (1926), I, 8, 146. 

3. John Dennis, “Advancement and Reformation of Poetry,” The Critical 
Works, ed. Edward Niles Hooker (1939-1943), I, 215. Cf. W. P. Albrecht, The 
Sublime Pleasures of Tragedy (1975), pp. 13-24; on the neo-Longinian influ- 
ence cf. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, pp. 72-78; Bate, From Classic to 
Romantic, pp. 46-48. 

4. Spectator 160. 

5. Dennis, Works, I, 363. 

6. Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning (1605), bk. 2, ch. 12, pt. i. 
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7. Spectators 411, 412, 416, 421, 279. 

8. Spectator 416, 418, 419. 

9. Spectator 411, 412. 

10. Spectator 409, 412. 

11. Spectator 411, 412, 420, 421. 

12. Spectator 412. 

13. Joseph Spence, Anecdotes (1898), p. 172. 

14. A tribute to the comprehensiveness of Akenside’s poem in the variety of 
sources and traditions with which it is connected. As early as 1795, Anne Laeti- 
tia Barbauld’s Essay on Akenside’s Poem viewed it as a poetic account of Ad- 
dison’s, and indirectly Locke’s, psychology. Martin Kallich stresses the poem’s 
relation to the doctrine of association of ideas, with “no original contribution,” 
in MLN 62 (1947): 170. Margaret Sherwood emphasizes the neo-Platonic ele- 
ment by way of Shaftesbury, in Undercurrents of Influences in English Ro- 
mantic Poetry (1934), pp. 77-82. A. O. Aldridge emphasizes Akenside’s eclec- 
ticism and his attempt to reconcile the empirical and neo-Platonic traditions, in 
SP 42 (1945): 769-770; Journal of the History of Ideas 5 (1949): 292-314; 
MLQ 8 (1947): 75-77. For a balanced discussion of the problem, especially the 
relation to Addison, see Robert Marsh, MP 59 (1961): 36-48. 

15. Pleasures, “The Design.” See also bk. I, “The Argument.” 

16. Bk. I, ll. 372-376. See also bk. I, “The Argument.” 

17. Bk. II, 1. 338; bk. III, ll. 381-382. 

18. “The Design”; cf. Addison on the same thought. 

19. Bk. III, ll. 383-391; cf. Shakespeare, MND, V. i. 12-17. 

20. See e.g. Bk. II, ll. 311-350; bk. ITI, ll. 410-427. 

21. Bk. III, ll. 392-408. 

22. See McFarland, Coleridge and Pantheist Tradition, pp. 36, 336n; Ernst 
Cassirer, Individuum und Kosmos, pp. 150-175. 

23. Bk. III, ll, 279-286. 

24. Bk. III, ll. 600-604, 624-625. 

25. Bk. III, “The Argument.” 

26. See A. S. P. Woodhouse, “Collins and the Creative Imagination: A Study 
in the Critical Background of His Odes (1746),” in Studies in English, ed. M. 
W. Wallace (1931), pp. 59-130, esp. pp. 59-95. 

27. Monboddo, James Burnett, Lord, Of the Origin & Progress of Language 
(1773-1779), I, 179n. 


5. THE INNER STRUCTURE OF LIFE: HUME AND JOHNSON 


1. David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (1896, 
1928 repr.), p. 265. The best general discussion of Hume on the imagination 
remains W. C. Gore, The Imagination in Spinoza and Hume (1902). 

2. Hume, “Dissertation on the Passions,” Essays, ed. T. H. Green and T. H. 
Grose (1898), II, 145. 

3. Hume, Treatise, p. 265. On the associationist strains in Hume and his re- 
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4. Treatise, pp. 344-347; “Dissertation on the Passions,” p. 140; cf. Hume, 
Philosophical Works (1826), III, 26-31. 
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of the French National Assembly, which he detests: “If we were to know noth- 
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8. Gore, Imagination in Spinoza and Hume p. 7}. 

9. Hume, Treatise, pp. 265-268, 198; Hume, “Concerning Human Under- 
standing,” Essays, pp. 40-42. 

10. Treatise, p. 427. 

11. On the relation of Hume’s concept of tragedy to his psychology, espe- 
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12. Hume, Philosophical Works, III, 26-28. 

13. Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Poets, ed. G. B. Hill (1905), I, 2; III, 217; I, 
194, 235. 
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F. Powell (1934-1950), V, 34-35. 
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16. Rambler 45; Rasselas, ch. 22. 
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on conduct, see Richard Fiddes, General Treatise of Morality (1724), pp. 
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18. W. J. Bate, Achievement of Samuel Johnson (1955), pp. 93-107. 

19. Anecdotes in Johnsonian Miscellanies, ed. G. B. Hill (1897), I, 199. 

20. Rambler 60. 
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4. Robert Dodsley, The Preceptor (1748), II, 346-347. 

5. George Turnbull, Principles of Moral Philosophy (1740), I, 90. 
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Century England (1960 repr); T. M. Moore, The Background of Burke’s The- 
ory of the Sublime (1930). On associationism in Burke’s aesthetics, see esp. 
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8. Burke, Enquiry, 6th ed. (1770), pp. 15-16, 210. 
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10. Burke, Enquiry , pp. 229, 245. 

11. Kames, Elements of Criticism (1762), I, 33. See also Hipple, The Beau- 
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17. Cf. Coleridge, Shakespearean Criticism, ed. Thomas Raysor (1930), II, 


18. Priestley, Lectures, pp. 101, 88, 261. 
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49-50. See also Alex Page, “The Origin of Language and Eighteenth-Century 
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Baumgarten und G. F. Meier (Leipzig, 1911); Herbert Sommer, Die Poetische 
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4. Allgemeine Theorie, HI, 14. 
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1. Coleridge, Notebooks, ed. Kathleen Coburn, II, 2375. 
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3. Versuche, I, 24. 

4. Schelling, SW, III, 558-559. 
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31. Aaron Hill, Essay on the Art of Acting (1779), pp. 9-10. 
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35. Alison, Principles, pp. 236, 239-240. 
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Century, 3rd ed. (1927 repr.), II, 109-121. 

2. Abraham Tucker, The Light of Nature Pursued (1768-1777), 1(1), 359, 
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6. Light, 1(1), 227, 271, 230. Gerard cites the letters of Locke and Molyneux 
on a similar point, pp. 233, 283. 

7. Light, 217-229, 249; 1(2), 38, 39, 42; I(1), 285. 
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9. Light, 1(1), 360, 353. 
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20. Alison, Principles, p. 120. See also Hipple, Aesthetic Theory, p. 176. Ali- 
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27. Philosophy, 1, 398, 403, 339, 280. Cf. Alison, “Analogies with the life of 
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man”; Hobbes, Leviathan, part 1, ch. 3, which divides mental discourse into two 
categories, the first “unguided, without design and inconstant . . . the second reg- 
ulated by some desire, and design.” The second is “the faculty of invention.” 

28. Brown, Philosophy, I, 276-277, 231-232. 

29. Philosophy, UW, 228, 397; UI, 278-282; see also II, 87-98; III, 473, 
158-159. Cf. Coleridge’s remark that the poet depicts nature “ad hominem.” 
For Brown’s similarity to Alison, who was by then popular, see II, 13; III, 
179-188. Brown mentions Smith (e.g. III, 233-234) and parallels Hazlitt’s view 
of the imagination (II, 391-392). 

30. Brown, Philosophy, II, 291, 154-155, 285-293. 

31. Philosophy, UW, 413. 

32. Hume’s atheism and skepticism help explain his fascination for other 
thinkers. He acted, in Gerard’s phrase, like an ‘“‘adversary muscle.” Since 
Hobbes, many associationists tried to disconnect a skeptical and harsh view of 
human nature from empirical philosophy. Smith succeeded somewhat, which 
accounts in part for his popularity. Hazlitt’s Principles of Human Action 
(1805) seemed the best answer to Hobbes. For “upward progression,” see e.g. 
Thomson, Spring, 11. 866-900; Milton, Paradise Lost, V, 469-488, which 
Coleridge uses in the Biographia, ch. 13. 

33. Brown, Philosophy, II, 414. 

34. Coleridge, Biographia, II, ch. 24, 218; see also Brown, Philosophy, III, 
98. 

35. Coleridge, “On Poesy or Art,” in Biographia, II, 262; Brown, Philosophy, 
36. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, pp. 156-183, 201-212; Morgann, 
Essay, p. 59n. 


13, DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN FANCY AND IMAGINATION 


1. See John Bullitt and W. J. Bate, “Distinctions Between Fancy and Imagi- 
nation in Eighteenth-Century English Criticism,” MLN 60 (1945): 8-15, 
where many of the examples cited, especially those from Shaftesbury, Duff, and 
Stewart, are discussed more fully. Wilma Kennedy, The English Heritage of 
Coleridge of Bristol (1947), notes only a few of the distinctions mentioned by 
Bullitt and Bate. 

2. Hester Lynch Piozzi, British Synonymy (1794), pp. 133-145. “An intelli- 
gent stranger will observe too, that although we give sex very arbitrarily to per- 
sonified qualities—yet he will commonly find FANCY feminine, IMAGINA- 
TION masculine, I scarce know why.” 

3. Beattie, Dissertations Moral and Critical (1783), p. 72. 

4. Bundy, Theory of Imagination, p. 278. 

5. Dryden, Preface to Annus Mirabilis (1667), in Essays, ed. W. P. Ker, I, 


6. Spectator 411. 

7. Shaftesbury, Characteristics, ed. Robertson, II, 174-175, 277n-278n. For 
other distinctions in the first half of the century (Richard Blackmore, Arbuckle, 
Cooper), see also Bullitt and Bate, “Distinctions,” p. 11. 

8. Duff, Essay on Original Genius, pp. 6-7, 52, 70-71, 89. 

9. Tucker, Light, I(1), 312. 
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10. Reid, Works, ed. Stewart, II, 436-447. 

11. Stewart, Elements, pp. 284-285, 477, 305-309. 

12. Scott, Elements, p. 181; cf. Coleridge, Miscellaneous Criticism, ed. T. M. 
Raysor (1936), p. 436. 

13. Thomas Cogan, Ethical Treatise on the Passions (1807), I, 209, 212-213, 
249. Cf. Richard and Maria Edgeworth, Practical Education (1798), II, 603, a 
book Coleridge read enthusiastically (Letters, I, 418, no. 254). 

14. Brown, Philosophy, II, 397; see also III, 147; II, 408-409. 

15, Sulzer, Allgemeine Theorie, Il, 3. 

16. Platner, Philosophische Aphorismen, pp. 168-169. 

17. Platner, Anthropologie, pp. 159-167. 

18. Platner, Anthropologie, pp. 262, 262-263, 276. 

19. Cf. Coleridge, Collected Letters, ed E. L. Griggs (1965-1971), IV, 613. 

20. Maass, Versuch, pp. 14, 6, 195, 2-3, 15. 

21. Versuch, pp. 62-163, 163-170. 

22. Kant, Anthropologie in Pragmatischer Hinsicht (1800), | Buch, para. 
28-29, 34. 

23. Schelling, SW, V, 393-396. 

24. Schelling, SW, V, 395. Cf Coleridge, Biographia, II, ch. 18, p. 65. See 
also Ruskin’s distinction in Modern Painters (1843). 

25. Schelling, SW, IV, 115n.; cf. I, 431n1. 

26. Tetens, Philosophische Versuche, I, 108-109. 


14. A PLATEAU IN BRITAIN AND DEVELOPMENTS IN AMERICA 


1. See Bate, From Classic to Romantic, pp. 79-92; Hipple, The Beautiful, 
pp. 133-148, 284-302; Hoyt Trowbridge, “Platonism and Sir Joshua Reyn- 
olds,” English Studies 21 (1939): 1-7; W. J. Hipple, ““The Aesthetics of Dugald 
Stewart,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 14 (1955): 77-96. 

. Reynolds, Discourse XUI. 

. Discourses VII and XIII. 

XIII. 

XIII. 

XIII. 

XII. 

. As quoted by John Black, Preface to A. W. Schlegel, Course of Lectures 
on Dramatic Art and Literature, trans. Black (London, 1815), I, v. 

9. Stewart, Elements, pp. 502, 521. 

10. Elements, p. 497. 

11. Port-Folio, 1, no. 25 (June 20, 1801). 

12. North American Review, vol. 19, 30. 

13. John Witherspoon, Lectures on Moral Philosophy (Princeton, 1912), pp. 
16-17. Text is from the first ed. of 1800. Others followed in 1810 and 1822. 

14. Port-Folio 3, no. 52 (Dec. 24, 1803). 

15. Port-Folio 10-11, n.s. 5-6 (1808): 331. 

16. Port-Folio 3, no. 12 (Mar. 19, 1803). 

17. Monthly Register vol. 2, pp. 312-318, 311. 
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15. ORGANIC SENSIBILITY: HAZLITT 


1. Commentary on Hazlitt’s concept of the imagination is unusually rich. See 
John Bullitt, “Hazlitt and the Romantic Conception of the Imagination,” PQ 24 
(1945): 343-361; W. J. Bate, Criticism: The Major Texts (1952), pp 281-292; 
Heschel Baker, William Hazlitt (1962). For more specific focus on the imagi- 
nation, see W. P. Albrecht, Hazlitt and the Creative Imagination (1961), esp. 
chs. 1, 3, 5; Roy Park, Hazlitt and the Spirit of the Age (1971), esp. chs. 1, 3, 8; 
John Kinnaird, William Hazlitt: Critic of Power (1978), esp. chs. 1-8; John L. 
Mahoney, The Logic of Passion (Salzburg, 1978), esp. chs. 4-7. 

2. William Hazlitt, Complete Works, ed. P. P. Howe (1930-1933), XX, 237; 
VIII, 83. 

3. Works, XX, 170; 1, 26; XX, 174, 179, 376-386; I, 80-81, 23; XX, 376; I, 51, 
67, 56, 78; XX, 80-81, 162, 170-171, 12, 16; IV, 250; II, 113-114. 

4. VIII, 237; I, 8-9, 42; XX, 50; I, 28; XX, 173, 179. 

5. I, 1, 2, 39; XX, 170; I, 14-15, 2, 21; XX, 185; I, 23; cf. VI, 8, 23; I, 20; V, 
101. 

6. XVI, 185; XX, 12-13, 17; Il, 114-119, 

7. XII, 257; XX, 10, 32-35; II, 283, 117; XX, 19-20; II, 191, I, 124. 

8. II, 153; XX, 279; XII, 51; II, 153. In several metaphors Hazlitt compares 
the activity of imagination to a body of water (XX, 251, 197-198). 

9. I, 27; V, 51; VIL, 263. 

10. “Poetry and Imagination” in Letters and Social Aims. 

11. VHI, 36-37, 70, 77; 1V, 175; William Hazlitt, Literary Remains, ed. Bul- 
iver and Talfound, I, 243-246; Hazlitt, Works, VIII, 31. 

12. Wellek, Immanuel Kant in England, pp. 168-169; Hazlitt, Works, XX, 
30n; XX, 326; I, 12, 43; VIII, 33, 35. 

13. XX, 30n; I, 23; XII, 251; VI, 109; XVI, 8; cf. VI, 327. For Hazlitt’s use of 
Hobbes, see II, 135; IV, 176. For the common use of the magnet as an image of 
imaginative force, see ch. 16. 

14. XII, 151. 

15. See VIII, 32; IV, 196, XVI, 209; VIII, 38 (We feel “by the principle of 
association, which is subtle and sure in proportion as it is variable and indefi- 
nite”); IX, 173; VIII, 42; cf. I, 127; VII, 31, 104; XX, 374; XII, 297; I, 21; XII, 
297, 50, 47-48, 46. 

16. V, 7, 213; XX, 45. 

17. IV, 75; V, 379. 

18. XX, 46; V, 296-297; XX, 209-210; IV, 77; VI, 322, 23. 

19. I, 56; IV, 77. See also VIII, 258-259, where the senses are differentiated 
according to the strength they provide for the associative process. 

20. IV, 79-80; V, 26-27."Hazlitt criticizes Sidney because he ‘cannot let his 
imagination . .. dwell for a moment on the beauty or power of the real object” 
(VI, 321). 

21. IV, 79; VIII, 258-259; IV, 77-78; V, 210. Gusto may be felt in a charac- 
ter as well as in an object. Hazlitt speaks of “the deep internal working” of hy- 
pocrisy (V, 219-220). 

22. IV, 68. Beauty results from a special union of intrinsic qualities in nature 
and of feelings in the mind (XX, 390; VIII, 171). 

23. XIX, 78; XVIII, 158 (Hazlitt’s extensive italics deleted); XVII, 57, 61. 

24. V, 3; XII, 245; IV, 75; VIII, 82-83. Cf. Coleridge’s view that art is “the 
power of humanizing nature, of infusing the thoughts and passions ... into 
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every thing which is the object of his contemplation” (“On Poesy or Art,” Bio- 
graphia, Il, 253); V, 3-4; XVI, 63; XIX, 75; XX, 388. 

25. VIII, 83; V, 3; Hamlet, IV, vii; cf. Hazlitt, Works IV, 271; XII, 153; V, 
10; XEX, 79. 

26. I, 147; IV, 160; V, 7, 15n; XX, 211; V, 347-348, 48. 

27. XII, 250; XVII, 47; V, 54-55, 48; VIII, 39; XVI, 86; V, 55. 

28. Hazlitt shared with Coleridge a love for the plain language and images of 
Pilgrim’s Progress (V, 43). 

29. V, 5; XII, 341. 

30. V, 9; IV, 161. 

31. XI, 28-29; IV, 13, 163; XVII, 207. 

32. IV, 114; XIX, 11; V, 163; IV, 114; V, 156. For Hazlitt on Wordsworth, 
see VIII, 44; IV, 112, 120; XIX, 15-16; V, 129-130; IV, 92. For Shelley, see 
XVI, 265. Shelley ‘‘became the creature of his own will.” 

33. Childe Harold “volunteers his own Pilgrimage,—appoints his own pen- 
ance,—makes his own confession,—and all—for nothing” (XX, 35). 

34. Jerome Buckley, The Victorian Temper (1951), pp. 41-65; VI, 305; V, 
271; XII, 60; Jan. 29, 1826, trans. John Oxenford in Conversations of Goethe 
(1850). 

35. V, 53, 153; VII, 42; IV, 88-89; cf. XI, 80. 

36. XVII, 273; cf. 93, 213; IV, 75; XIX, 20; V, 162. Hazlitt may be thinking 
of Die Rauber or plays such as J. M. R. Lenz’s Der Hofmeister or Die Soldaten. 

37. VIII, 219; VI, 305; XH, 55; XX, 369; V, 144. 

38. XX, 42, 352; VI, 22-23, 322; XX, 251. Hazlitt adopts “a modern distinc- 
tion” by speaking of the Elizabethan “poetry of imagination” and the “poetry of 
fancy in the time of Charles I” (V, 82). 

39, XX, 41, 150; XVII, 336; XII, 328; XX, 216. 

40. XX, 304-305; XII, 290; V, 204-205; XVIII, 305; V, 52; XII, 297. 

41. XVIII, 305; IV, 200. 

42. XX, 296; IV, 18-19, 34; XX, 61; V, 16-17. 

43. VIII, 49; XX, 299; VIII, 42; IV, 239. 

44. XVI, 91; V, 48-50; IV, 358. 

45. V, 50; IV, 229. 

46. V, 50-53; IV, 250, 226, 260; XX, 90; V, 51; IV, 184. Hazlitt says, “Mil- 
ton’s learning has the effect of intuition” (V, 58-59). See above, ch. 5. 

47. IV, 23; V, 191, 185, 46; IV, 293, 347. 

48. VI, 106-107; XII, 302; XVI, 63. 

49. V, 69-70, 6. 


16. THE NEW PHILOSOPHERS’ STONE AND 
THE NEW PIERIAN SPRING 


1. J. G. Herder, Sammiliche Werke, ed. Bernhard Suphan (1877-1913), 
XXIII, 313 (in the 1801 ed. of Adrastea: II, 229). Herder, despite the vast liter- 
ature on his thought generally, seems to have only one discussion that has much 
to say about his concept of imagination in particular: J. E. Fugate, The Psycho- 
logical Basis of Herder’s Aesthetic (Paris, 1966). For general commentary, see 
Wellek, History, I, ch. 9; R. T. Clark, Herder: His Life and Thought (1955); 
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Berlin, Vico and Herder (1976). For the general German context, in Herder 
and especially the Schlegels and Novalis, see Furst, Romanticism, esp. chs. 2-3. 

2. This and other passages are from Schiller, Aesthetic Education of Man, 
trans. and ed. by Elizabeth M. Wilkinson and L. A. Willoughby (Oxford, 
1967). 

3. See Coleridge, Notebooks, Ill, 3744; Coleridge, The Friend, in Collected 
Coleridge, 1, 493. Schelling uses the term Bildungstrieb and suggests a connec- 
tion between it and Bildungskraft (SW, II, 526-532, 565-566). 

4. Cf. Schiller, Aesthetic Education, letter IX, para. 4. 

5. Herder, Werke, VI, 188-192. 

6. Werke, VII, 322, 371; cf. XXXI, 249. 

7. See Werke, VII, 314, 361; I, 28; XIX, 351; XXXI, 249. 

8. Tetens, Versuche, I, 111; cf. Schelling SW, I, 346n; IE, 431. 

9. See Schiller, Aesthetic Education, pp. xxxiii-xxxiv. 

10. Fichte, Sammtliche Werke, ed. J. H. Fichte (1846), VIII, 273, 275. 
“Uber Geist und Buchstab in der Philosophie” first appeared in Phil. Journal 9 
(1798): 199-232, 292-305. 

11. Herder, Werke, VIII, 191-192. 

12. Berlin, Vico and Herder, p. xxvi. 

13. J. G. Fichte, Werke, ed. Reinhard Lauth, Hans Jacob, et al. (1961- ), 
me 308. 

4. Fichte, Werke, I(4), 192, 202; 1(3), 190. 

5 Werke, 1(2), 368-369; I(3), 213. 

16. II(3), 310; 1(2), 361, 350-355, 382-385. 

17. 1(2), 359-361. 

18. II(3), 316, 334. 

19. 1(2), 414-415; I1(3), 324-327. 

20. 1(3), 334; I1(3), 325; II(3), 311, 316-317, 298-299. 

21. 1(4), 192n. 

22. 1(3), 108; II(3), 161. 

23. 11(3), 303. 

24. Fichte probably wrote it in 1794, but Schiller then had already been sev- 
eral years in developing the ideas found in the Aesthetic Education. 

25. See Schiller, Aesthetic Education, \etter II, para. 3. See also Victor 
Basch, La Poétique de Schiller, 2nd ed. (Paris, 1911); Ernst Cassirer, “Schiller 
und Shaftesbury,” Publications, English Goethe Society, XI (1935 ); S. S. 
Kerry, “The Artist’s Intuition in Schiller’s Aesthetic Philosophy,” Publica- 
tions, English Goethe Society, XXVIUI (1959) Kerry, Schiller’s Writings on 
Aesthetics (Manchester, 1961); A. Tenenbaum, Kants Asthetik und ihr Ein- 
fluss auf Schiller (Berlin, 1933); A. O. Lovejoy, “Schiller and the Genesis of 
English Romanticism,” Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, 1948). 

26. Schiller, Aesthetic Education, letter XIV. 

27. Aesthetic Education, letter XXVI, para. 10; p. Ixvi. 

28. Herder, Adrastea (1801), II, 228-229. 

29. Christoph Wieland, Wielands Kleinere Prosdische Schriften (1794 rpr.), 
I, 289. 

30. Schiller, Aesthetic Education, letter XXVI, paras. 5, 9-11; letter XXIV, 
para. 5; letter XXVI, para. 14. 

31. Schiller to Goethe, Jan. 7, 1795. 

32. Furst, Romanticism, pp. 153-155. The quotation from Schleiermacher 
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is from Uber die Religion, quoted by Furst. On Novalis, see Wellek, History, 
II, 82-88. For general background, see T. L. Haering, Novalis als Philosoph 
(Stuttgart, 1954); John Neubauer, Bi-Focal Vision (Chapel Hill, 1971). 

33. Novalis, Gesammelte Werke, ed. Carl Seelig (Zurich, 1945), II, 221 
(Nos. 473 and 475). 

34. Cf. Furst, Romanticism, p. 155; Novalis, Werke, III, 308 (No. 1859). 

35. Novalis, Werke, IV, 126 (No. 2281). 

36. Cf. Furst, Romanticism, pp. 150-152. In Collins’ Ode to Fear, “Fancy 
lifts the veil between” us and “the World unknown.” 

37. Novalis, Werke, I, 255; III, 141 (No. 1247). 

38. Werke, I, 259; as quoted by Furst, Romanticism, p. 128; cf. pp. 177-179. 

39. Novalis, Werke, III, 25 (No. 816). 

40. Werke, IV, p. 15 (No. 1921); cf. II, 301 (No. 692); II, 124 (No. 278); 
III, 307 (No. 1849). 

41. Werke, I, 321-322; II, 145 (No. 300). 

42. Werke, III, 25 (Nos. 817-818). 

43. Werke, I, 302; cf. Furst, Romanticism, p. 139. 

44, Novalis, Werke, III, 25 (No. 818); II, 186 (No. 373). 


17. THE PROPHETIC AND VISIONARY: BLAKE AND SHELLEY 


1. William Blake, Jerusalem 69:25; Vision of the Last Judgment (1810). See 
also Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry (1947); the imagination could be de- 
scribed as indirectly a principal theme of most Blake commentary. Less familiar, 
but dealing explicitly if at times thinly with the concept of the imagination, are 
articles by M. R. Lowery, Northwest Missouri State College Studies, XIV 
(1950), 105-131; Max Plowman, New Adelphi n.s. 3 (1930): 177-183; J. S. 
Pryke, New Church Life 48 (1928): 137-151; E. Rixecker, Blakes psycholo- 
gisches Darstellung der Imagination (Marburg, 1939). Other more important 
works are cited below. 

2. Cf. “A Vision of the Last Judgment,” The Poetry and Prose of William 
Blake, ed. David V. Erdman, comm. Harold Bloom (1965), pp. 544-545, 555; 
Jerusalem 70:19, Milton 3:3. 

3. Morton D. Paley, Energy and the Imagination: A Study of the Develop- 
ment of Blake’s Thought (1970), p. 233n; Blake to Rev. John Trusler, Aug. 23, 
1799. 

4. Blake, “Vision of the Last Judgment.” 

5. Blake, Jerusalem 98:31-32. 

6. See also Blake, “The Mental Traveller.” 

7. Thomas Taylor, The Philosophical and Mathematical Commentaries of 
Proclus on the First Book of Euclid’s Elements (1792), I, 262, quoted by 
Paley, Energy, p. 208. 

8. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 293. 

9. Blake, Poetry and Prose, p. 637. 

10. Blake, Milton 29:65. Cf. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, p. 216, for 
polar opposites in Blake’s thought. 

11. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, pp. 230, 281, 48-49, 126. 

12. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, pp. 52, 300. 

13. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 415; Blake, Poetry and Prose, p. 544. 
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14. Paley, Energy, pp. 233-236. 

15. Coleridge, to Rev. H. F. Cary, Feb. 6, 1818, Collected Letters, IV, 834; cf. 
Furst, Romanticism, pp. 164, 185-186. 

16. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, pp. 272-273; Harold Bloom, Shelley’s Myth- 
making (1959), pp. 232-236. 

17. Shelley, “On Life” (1812-14?). See also Anthony Durand, Shelley on 
the Nature of Poetry (1948), chs. 1-4; E. J. Schulze, Shelley’s Theory of Poetry 
(The Hague, 1966), esp. pp. 77-91; Earl Wasserman, Shelley: A Critical Read- 
ing (1971), chs. 5, 7. The richest study of Platonic sources in still J. A. Noto- 
poulos, Shelley’s Platonism (1950); cf. J. E. Baker, Shelley’s Platonic Answer to 
a Platonic Attack on Poetry (1965). 

18. Shelley, “On Love” (1814-1819, pub. 1829). 

19. See Carlos Baker, Shelley’s Major Poetry: The Fabric of a Vision (1948), 
pp. 227-228. 

20. Shelley, “On Life”; Shelley, The Complete Works, ed. Roger Ingpen and 
Walter E. Peck (1965), VII, 65; Shelley, “On Life”; cf. Hellas, Il. 801-802. 

21. Shelley, Works, VII, 59. “Laws” and “sensations” suggest the laws of as- 
sociationism. 

22. Works, VII, 59. 

23. Fichte, Werke, 1(2), 314-315. 

24. See Milton Wilson, Shelley’s Later Poetry (1959), pp. 152-154. 

25. Shelley, Defence of Poetry. 

26. Fichte, Werke, II(3), 303. 

27. See Baker, Shelley’s Platonic Answer, esp. pp. 27-29. 

28. Edward John Trelawny, Recollections of the Last Days of Shelley and 
Byron (1858). 

29. Shelley, “On Life”; Defence. 

30. Wilson, Shelley’s Later Poetry p. 301; see also Wasserman, Shelley, pp. 
176-177; Shelley, Defence; Fichte, Werke, 1(3), 362. 
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1. Wordsworth Prelude (1805) I, 582-583. References, unless otherwise 
stated, are to this text. Discussions of Wordsworth on the imagination are so in- 
terwoven with discussions of his poetry that the bulk of serious Wordsworth 
criticism could be appropriately listed. Especially relevant are Arthur Beatty, 
Wiliam Wordsworth: His Doctrine and Art in Their Historical Relations, 
rev. ed. (1927), which deals with the influence of Hartley and the association- 
ists and, though outdated, is still of value; Douglas Bush, Mythology and the 
Romantic Tradition, rev. ed (1969); D. J. James, Scepticism and Poetry 
(1977), esp. p. 164, R. D. Havens, The Mind of a Poet (1941); N. P. Stalk- 
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19. GOETHE AND KEATS 


1. See also Hirsch, Wordsworth and Schelling, p. 7. 

2. J. W. Goethe, Werke, Briefe und Gesprache, ed. Ernst Beutler 
(1948-1954), XIII, 1020; Werke, XXII, 324. In the commentary on Goethe as a 
critic (“surprisingly meager,” as René Wellek says), little touches on his con- 
cept of imagination. For general background, see William Bode, Goethes Aes- 
thetik (Berlin, 1901); Otto Stelzer, Goethe und die bildende Kunst (Braunsch- 
weig, 1949); Wellek, History; Otto Harnack, Die Klassische Aesthetik der 
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